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A B S T R A C T 
Love is a social construct manifesting itself differently in different social 
contexts. The conceptions of love in three historical settings are generally outlined 
to shed light on the role played by social currents in shaping the outlooks on love. 
Particularly, the advent of late-modem risk society characterized by the emergence of 
cyberspace destabilizes the private realm of love, which is conventionally regarded as 
a haven for emotional consolation but since then becomes extraordinarily problematic 
and disheartening. An empirical paradox is observed as contemporary people move 
back and forth within of the heavenly yet disheartening realm of love. 
To identify the crux of the seemingly chaotic realm of love, in-depth interviews 
with 20 young Hong Kong people were conducted. Empirical findings reveal that 
the complications in love relationships are caused by the interplaying effects at 
structural, cultural and individual levels, namely, constraint-free cyberspace, 
instrumental rationality and intrinsic tensions experienced by the individuals 
respectively. These parameters help us to understand the paradox better. 
The final part of the thesis concludes the empirical study by summarizing several 
manifestations of the postmodern conception of love which gains increasing 
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prevalence in late-modem society. Specifically, the ideal typical postmodern 
conception of love is analogous to the substance of cyber-affairs in the virtual world. 
The study also finds that though young Hong Kong people of similar ages are affected 
by parallel social forces of late-modem society, they generally endorse a mixed 
conception of love, which is a result of their making use of different cultural elements 
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Chapter 1: The Paradox 
1.1 The “Nature vs. Nurture" Debate on Love 
To many of us, love is conventionally regarded as an intangible and 
taken-for-granted entity in our lives for it is merely an inborn instinct that we human 
beings need the feeling of affection and intimacy. We seldom question why and how 
such an abstract concept—yet one of personal concem—as love exists. It appears that 
love just exists naturally and ontologically as a state of being out there. 
Owing to its close linkage with our everyday lives, the subject of love has long 
been a popular theme in literature, music, films, art and other cultural products. 
Academically, the subject has received considerable attention from intellectuals in 
disciplines like psychology, philosophy and anthropology, to name but a few, though 
their focuses vary. The study of love has, however, proven to be of "far less interest 
to sociologists" (Dowd and Pallotta, 2000)，making it a subsidiary field in sociology 
probably because the subject of love is regarded as commonsensical, and thus does 
not deserve serious sociological inquiry. Nevertheless, we cannot deny that "even 
sociologists fall in love" (Jackson, 1993). It is for this very straightforward reason 
that I, being a sociology student, attempt a sociological inquiry into the apparently 
absurd and personalized experience of love, and try to debunk this seemingly 
commonsensical and taken-for-granted concept. 
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The basic issue that comes to our mind when we speak of love should most 
likely be its association with biology. The fundamental viewpoint of the biological 
approach to love regards love as a universal experience associated with procreation, 
thus the evolutionary changes as well as survival of the human species (Hendrick and 
Hendrick, 1992). A "universal experience" means that everyone in the world has the 
same feeling and understanding of love, which is comparable to the pain we feel when 
we cut ourselves. Because of its emphasis on biological reasoning, this perspective 
particularly maintains that there are gender differences in love strategies as a result of 
biological differences. For instance, men prefer marrying women who are much 
younger than them because the latter have better reproductive capacity so that the 
bloodline can be carried on by quality descendants. Marital choice is therefore 
driven primarily by biological concern. We may further infer from this approach that 
the act of love is biologically determined. 
Contrary to the theoretical propositions of the biological approach, as 
observation tells us, many people nowadays act differently in love encounters. For 
instance, age of the partner may not be the most critical criterion in marital choice; 
people may not get married, or people may not give birth to offspring even if they get 
married. These empirical facts may well imply that the act of love, and perhaps the 
subsequent act of marriage, is beyond mere biological consideration, casting doubt on 
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the explanatory power of the biological approach to love. 
According to the portrayals by the mass media, it is also evident that people all 
over the world nowadays endorse pluralistic or even contrasting understandings of 
love. For instance, people may perceive love as sacred or profane, eternal or 
short-lived, romantic or pragmatic, as revealed, to a certain extent, via their styles of 
loving. These empirical observations also weaken the potency of the biological 
approach, which presumes that people generally have similar understanding of love. 
Moreover, some love relationships once regarded as abnormal or taboo, such as 
homosexuality, cohabitation or premarital sex, seem to have been normalized and to 
be gaining much acceptance in present-day societies, signifying that people's 
understanding of love changes with reference to different societal settings. 
Other than the changes mentioned above, some novel modes of love relationship 
have come into being. Eye-catching words like "cyberlove" and "cybersex" have 
captured the unique love experiences occurring in cyberspace, which is unprecedented 
in human history. Nonetheless, this novel love relationship has become part of 
contemporary people's understanding of love. 
All these peculiar occurrences of our time further lead us to probe into a 
contentious issue concerning the "nature versus nurture" debate on love. If love is 
merely something biological, then everybody should have generally similar 
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manifestations in love encounters-just like everyone is breathing in the same way. 
Nevertheless, the phenomena surrounding us in the social world reflect that different 
people have substantially different attitudes and behaviors in the pursuit of love, thus 
attesting to "love as nurture". Love is more than a biological act. 
Love, according to the sociological approach, is not a universal experience 
acquired when we were bom but a learned experience. We as social beings have to 
use socially understandable languages and gestures, which may vary socially and 
culturally, to communicate and to express our love, towards one another. We are 
also socialized into and have internalized some culturally transmitted norms, values 
and rituals governing how we are expected to behave and express ourselves within an 
intimate relationship within a given society during a given period (Hendrick and 
Hendrick, 1992). In other words, the act of love is not basic instinct but social 
customs shaped by cultural norms. 
Let me illustrate briefly how cultural elements or symbols play a role in love 
relationship. Rituals in celebration of love, such as weddings and anniversaries, may 
vary in substance and form because of variations in cultural heritage. As far as the 
color of bridal veil is concerned, the Chinese style is bright red, ornamented with 
golden sparkling Chinese embroidery, whereas that for Western is pure white. This 
difference in the color of bridal veil, which is an important element or symbol in a 
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wedding, between traditional Chinese and Western styles is a direct and simple 
example to illustrate how culture matters since white is a taboo color that signifies 
death in the Chinese society. 
Love is of social relevance because it is closely related to some social institutions. 
For instance, love gradually serves as a basis for marriage and an invisible bond that 
holds the family together. On the contrary, unsuccessfiil love experiences may lead 
to disruptive consequences in other aspects of our lives, such as work, family, children 
and social lives (Evans, 2003). A simple example is that when a couple divorces 
because love vanishes, they may have to live separately or strive for the right to foster 
their children. The result of the divorce is not only accompanied by physical 
separation of the parties involved; but it also brings about a series of socio-economic 
impacts. It can therefore be inferred that love not only is social in nature, but also 
has social relevance and significance. 
Furthermore, as we may be aware, the meanings of love that we are in contact 
with in everyday life keep changing because they are continually shaped and reshaped 
by social forces, such as the mass media and other cultural products (Evans, 2004). 
These cultural elements include movies, fictions, pop songs, dramas and poems in 
which love is presented and re-presented, demonstrating that love is not merely 
personal feeling, but it also embodies social meanings and cultural values. 
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These evidences lead us to believe that love is a cultural phenomenon or, more 
precisely, a social construct (Li, 2001; Evans, 2003), manifesting itself diversely in 
different temporal and spatial dimensions. In other words, the specific norms, scripts 
and rituals conventionally attached to the expression of love may be superseded by a 
new set of norms appropriate to a new social configuration. This distinctive nature 
of love drives me to scrutinize from a sociological angle what this thorny, mysterious 
and complicated thing called "love" really is and how important it is as perceived by 
contemporary people, who have strived for love at the expense of other valuable 
elements of life, such as work and friendship. 
1.2 The Paradox 
To place love under sociological scrutiny, we have to examine how social 
configurations, structures, values or cultures matter in contemporary people's 
conception of love. Modem society is fuelled by a rational, impersonal and 
capitalistic mode of organization. People have learnt to curb their emotions and act 
formally in the public domain to guarantee an orderly society. Rationality is the 
prime guiding principle in the decent management of our everyday lives and that is 
why Max Weber regarded the cruel and cold social world as an "iron cage" (Weber, 
1976). 
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However, the overemphasis on rationality neglects the fact that human beings 
also need emotional fulfillment. This discrepancy between the reality and the ideal 
induces people to turn to the private domain, where they can truly experience love and 
care for emotional asylum. As Dowd and Pallotta (2000) put it, love is a "good 
solution to the problem of need satisfaction". Love is therefore important for it helps 
fulfill people's need for soothing their strains and releasing their emotional pressure, 
which they otherwise cannot experience elsewhere. 
The paradox that I have observed, however, is when we in the contemporary 
world increasingly treat love as a distancing mechanism protecting us from the bitter 
social world—an act that puts mounting emphasis on the private domain for 
shelter~we may well find our effort has been in vain. Even worse, love experiences 
in the private domain are becoming unstable, dissatisfying and even heartbreaking, 
which is beyond our expectation and imagination. We may well find love 
relationship adorable yet disgusting. 
Put simply, as Bemadette Bawin-Legros has pointed out, "we divorce more, 
change partners more and have higher expectations about the duration of love" (Evans, 
2003), and we are always bombarded by self-help books or magazine columns 
rendering advice on how we should tackle the problems arising from undesirable love 
relations. It seems that our perceptions of love and the ways of our romantic 
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encounters have been drastically revolutionized; the love relationship has become far 
more complex and uncertain than ever. 
The above quotation by Bawin-Legros also vividly highlights the situation 
commonly found in modem Hong Kong society. According to the government 
official data shown in Table 1.1 in Appendix 1，the number of divorce petitions filed 
soared from 532 cases in 1972 to 15,915 cases in 2003 (Hong Kong Census and 
Statistics Department, 1982; 1992; 1997; 2002; 2004)，an increase of nearly 30 times 
over the past three decades. The number of divorce decrees approved by law courts 
has also risen sharply from 2,673 cases in 1982 to 13,829 cases in 2003 (ibid.), an 
increase of almost five times in two decades. The divorce situation in Hong Kong, 
as revealed by these figures, is somewhat alarming. 
The belief that love in the private domain is a reassuring element against the 
cruel public domain seems to be overthrown by this upsurge in divorce, not to 
mention those undocumented but more vigorous turnovers in the courtship stage. 
Love in the contemporary world seems to have become more problematic and 
unachievable than ever. 
This empirical paradox arouses my interest to examine the reasons for the 
sweeping changes taken place in the private domain as well as the outlook on love in 
the twenty-first century. With these concerns, this research is an exploratory attempt 
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to understand the paradox, and to find out the conception of love endorsed by 
contemporary Hong Kong people. 
1.3 Research Obiectives and Significance 
The present study has two core objectives. Firstly, this empirical-driven study 
is an attempt to understand or even resolve the observed paradox found in Hong Kong 
society. In so doing, it provides a lens for us to explore the transformations in the 
private domain, especially in the realm of love, and its relations with the changes 
taken place in the public domain. These transformations may give rise to a particular 
type of love, which has become more apparent in today's heterogeneous social world. 
In this connection, the second objective of the research is to try to conceptualize an 
ideal type of love which I have termed the "postmodern conception of love", thereby 
moving the focus of the study from empirical- to theoretical-orientated endeavors. 
Postmodernism is a peculiar theoretical framework as it marks quantitative and 
qualitative breaks in theorization. Ontologically, the social world has become more 
sophisticated and the ways we lead our lives are substantially different from those of 
the past epoch. The effects of these changes on people's conception of love can be 
best depicted by the paradigm of postmodernism. I therefore use the term 
"postmodern" to capture the essence of the characteristics of love relationships that 
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become increasingly visible in our society—plurality of love relationship, incredulity 
towards eternal love, fragmentation of love affairs, and emphasis on instant, physical 
and sensational gratification, to name but a few. A novel and hybrid form of love 
comes into being. However, the term is chosen to depict the prominent attributes of 
postmodernism which is treated as a theoretical paradigm existing in late modem 
society instead of an epoch following modernity. Love is de facto analyzed in a 
modem light in the present study. 
Sociologists may well be aware that the meaning of love is subject to change 
with reference to different socio-cultural contexts. Though they have attempted 
some discussions of these changes, they have rendered only general observations 
concluded by referring to the literature or by armchair theorizing, but seldom by 
generalizing from empirical findings. There exists a missing link between theory 
and the empirical world, which intrigues me enough to conduct an empirical study of 
the conception of love. 
More importantly, the discussion and theorization on love mainly make reference 
to Western, not Chinese society. Hong Kong being a hub that integrates both 
Western and Chinese culture, the conception of love prevalent in Hong Kong society 
may be somewhat different from those hypothesized by Western scholars. 
Nevertheless, local empirical research on love is still scanty, putting the study of love 
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in marginalized position in sociological inquiry. It is against this background that an 
empirical research on love is proposed to shed light on the conception of love 
endorsed by Hong Kong people in the late-modern era. It is therefore hoped that this 
exploratory research can have empirical significance. 
The present study also has theoretical significance. Prior literature may have 
presented the outlook of the postmodern conception of love, but in a somewhat 
general and fragmented manner, making our understanding of this kind of love partial. 
t 
By conducting an empirical research, the focus then shifts from the empirical to the 
theoretical to see how proximate the theorization is by comparing with the empirical 
findings. Such a pioneer attempt to conceptualize a systematic, though crude, 
postmodern conception of love may contribute to some advancement in the theoretical 
conception of love. The ideal type may then serve as an analytical and conceptual 
yardstick to guide further empirical research in this field. 
Given the empirical paradox raised, a survey was conducted to identify the 
deep-seated conceptions of love in people's minds, which may well vary over space 
and time. A cross-sectional qualitative research was conducted with 20 young 
people aged between 16 and 25, by means of stratified quota sampling, within the 
context of Hong Kong society from September 2005 to January 2006. Short 
follow-up telephone interviews were arranged with all the informants about four 
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months after the in-depth interviews, from January 2006 to May 2006, so as to update 
changes, if any, in their love experiences and to request for supplementary 
information for further analysis. 
1.4 Organization of the Dissertation 
This dissertation is organized in six thematic chapters. Chapter One, the 
present chapter, offers a brief general overview of the current situation to identify the 
research paradox, objectives and the potential significance of the study. The 
literature review in Chapter Two delineates the theoretical framework, which is to 
trace historically and discuss the various distinctive conceptions of love that have 
existed in the premodem, modem, and late-modem societies. The chapter also raises 
substantive research questions and assumptions, and describes briefly the 
methodology used. Descriptions and some general analyses of research findings on 
the relationship among love, marriage and sex are given in Chapter Three, which is 
then followed by three chapters of more detailed data analyses and discussion. 
Chapter Four examines the crux of the paradox by considering the concept of 
"instrumental rationality" specifically. As we shall see, the private domain seems to 
have been intruded by the dominating forces and imperatives prevailing in the public 
domain, which inevitably creates many tensions between the haven of love and the 
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rational mindset, thereby imposing destabilizing effects on the private realm of love. 
However, the chaos and upheavals in the private domain still cannot be fully 
explained without a scrutiny of the new form of love affairs prevalent in cyberspace. 
The focus of Chapter Five therefore shifts to scrutinize this new form of 
cyber-affairs, cyberlove and cybersex, with the advent of the information age. The 
emergence of cyber-affairs has revolutionized the mechanism of maintaining the love 
relationship. People now depend mainly on the consumption of symbols, like texts 
and smiley icons, in the virtual world to maintain virtual relationships. Yet, these 
virtual relationships may indeed have potentially hampering effects on real-life love 
experiences, thereby further destabilizing the private realm of love. 
All of the above analyses help formulate the postmodern conception of love, a 
new outlook on love in the twenty-first century, which is highlighted in Chapter Six. 
It should be noted that this seemingly novel conception of love serves only as a 
theoretical reference point, or an ideal type, because in reality, people in late-modem 
society endorse a mixture, or more precisely, a spectrum, of conceptions of love with 
various degrees of significance. This chapter also concludes the sociological inquiry 
about contemporary people's conception of love by considering the implication of the 
research and outstanding issues. The chapter also outlines the limitations of the 
research and suggests possible niches for further study in the sociology of love. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Research Methodology 
2.1 The Study of Love 
Defined broadly, love can be directed to persons (e.g. my family members), 
animals (e.g. dogs), things (e.g. the discipline of sociology) and ideals (e.g. equality) 
(Singer, 1984; Evans, 2003). However, for the present dissertation, the discussion of 
love is merely confined to a single context-the affection and intimacy between two 
human beings, irrespective of their sexes, unrelated in blood ties. 
Some scholars attempted a methodical conceptualization of love. Rubin (1973) 
distinguished between two quantitatively and qualitatively different concepts, liking 
and loving, in which loving involves "give" and "take". Love, according to Rubin, 
encompasses the elements of attachment, caring and intimacy. Similar to Rubin's 
conceptualization, Sternberg (1986) hypothesized in his Triangular Theory of Love 
that love should be composed of three core elements, namely, passion, intimacy and 
commitment. A different combination of the three components would yield eight 
kinds of love V 
Instead of placing emphasis on the core yet abstract elements of love, as Rubin 
and Sternberg did, sociologist John Lee (1977) conceptualized the notion of love by 
1 The eight kinds of love are non-love, liking, infatuated love, empty love, romantic love, 
companionate love, fatuous love and consummate love. 
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differentiating a typology of six loving styles resembling color, namely, eros^, ludus^, 
mania4, storge^, pragma^ and agape? via searching extensively the fictional and 
non-fictional literature of love. These styles of loving provide a more concrete 
dimension for us to understand the different behaviors in love encounters. 
Rubin, Sternberg and Lee's work tried synthesizing the universally true nature of 
love and offered a theory-driven approach to the empirical study of love. 
Nevertheless, their conceptualizations only brought about a general, or fairly 
philosophical, understanding of love instead of shedding light on a sociological 
conceptualization of love. The important thing that was missing in their theorization 
is, to my mind, the social context in which a specific kind of love prevails. 
Social context refers to the structure and social condition of a particular society, 
which is continuously shaped by social forces and governed by a specific set of 
dominating norms, values and rules. The social context in which love is embedded 
may differ vertically (in temporal dimension) and horizontally (in spatial dimension). 
In other words, the indicators to define what love means may vary from generation to 
2 Eros is the pursuit of physical presentation~an ideal image of the beautiful. 
3 Ludus means playful and game-like love with a limited degree of involvement, which is signified by 
multiple and short-lived relationships. 
4 Mania means obsession, jealousy and great emotional intensity. One is preoccupied with the 
beloved and asks for repeated reassurance. It means possessive or dependent love. 
5 Storge is the slowly developed affection and companionship. There is an expectation of long-term 
commitment developed from friendship love. 
6 Pragma is a practical style involving conscious consideration of the loved one. 
7 Agape means altruistic love without expectation of reciprocity, which is guided more by reason than 
by emotion. 
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generation, from society to society or even from one person to another. This implies 
the dynamic and fluid nature of love. 
As we have discussed briefly in Chapter One, love is a social construct 
manifesting itself differently in different social contexts and thus cannot be articulated 
and understood in a vacuum. The discussion of love is indeed always linked to some 
other social institutions, such as marriage and the family (Giddens, 2003), the concept 
of sexuality (Giddens, 1992), social class (Illouz, 1997; Bulcroft et al., 2000) and 
economic structures (MarFarlane, 1987; Illouz, 1997; Bulcroft et al., 2000), indicating 
that the outlook on love is closely related to the configuration of a particular society. 
This chapter aims to speculate theoretically and generally, by applying our 
sociological imagination, how the substances of the contextually bounded nature of 
love transform historically with reference to the types of society in which it is 
embedded, namely, premodem, modem and late-modem society, thereby showing 
how social changes bring about "simultaneous revolutions in sentiment" (MacFarlane, 
1987). 
2.2 The Traditional Conception of Love 
The social world in the premodem era, according to Kumar (1995), evolved 
along a basic pattern of eternity organized by regular and repetitive events. Lives 
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were predictable and stable. Though there were recurrent changes in people's life, 
there was definitely no novelty, nor a sense of becoming. 
The analysis of love in the traditional sense is inseparable with the social 
institutions of marriage and the family. Indeed, the concept of marriage was central 
and even intrinsic to the traditional conception of love, of which people at that time 
may not even be consciously aware. Sex was another component strictly confined to 
the institution of marriage; its main function was for procreation instead of for 
pleasure because hard labor was unlikely to be conducive to sexual passion (Giddens, 
1992). 
The traditional conception of love was prevalent in the premodem feudalist 
society where love relationships were fundamentally constrained by factors like social 
class, economic consideration, and parental influence (Bulcroft et al., 2000). Social 
class was the prime criterion of social organization at that time. Love between 
people from two different classes was strictly prohibited by social norms. 
Cross-class love relationships were socially disapproved or would even be constrained 
by impediments. 
Moreover, the element of love was rarely a basis, but rather a consequence, of 
marriage in the premodem era. Marriage was a means to expand the pools of 
available economic and social resources for survival as people mainly lived on the soil 
17 
(Giddens, 1992; Bulcroft et al.，2000). Put simply, marriage was principally 
arranged for utilitarian needs. 
Last but not least, parental control over mate selection was strict in premodem 
societies. Blind or arranged marriages, based on non-romantic criteria, were 
common. Senior members of the extended family tended to have more say over the 
partners in the selection process, as marriage was the arrangement between two 
families instead of two individuals (Lee and Stone, 1980; Giddens, 2003). The 
prerequisite of romantic love for marriage and the meaning of love as affection and 
intimacy were less valued in cultures in which extended kinship network are strong 
(Simmons, Wehner and Kay, 1988). Love, thus, rarely entailed the notion of 
individual free choice as what we strongly advocate and take for granted now. 
Generalizing from the social configurations mentioned above, Bulcroft et al. 
(2000) concluded that the traditional conception of love was unambiguous as "love 
was not about self and mutual discovery, but about giving and receiving something 
understood to be very tangible". Their explanation of the meaning and value of love 
endorsed by people in the premodem era is well taken. Nevertheless, it is, to my 
mind, inappropriate for them to depict love as "unambiguous". What they mean is 
simply that the nature of love, as well as marriage, was practical for the parties 
involved; yet I believe the meaning of love that people at that time endorsed was 
18 
indisputably ambiguous in that they might not know how to articulate it precisely. 
La Rochefoucauld has maintained, "few people would fall in love had they not 
heard about it" (quoted in Illouz, 1998). Not being aware of their rights in the 
pursuit of free love，people in the old days had a very ambiguous idea of love or they 
even had no consciousness to contemplate what love really meant. Indeed, their 
understandings of love may well be completely different from ours, which associate 
love with affection, intimacy, and personal fulfillment. We may wonder why such a 
huge discrepancy in the understandings of love exists between people in two different 
social and historical settings. 
Lawrence Stone argued strongly that “affection and love were impossible before 
the eighteenth century because the conditions of preindustrial life were so insecure 
that people did not dare to enter into a deep relationship for fear of it abruptly 
ending." (quoted in MarFarlane, 1987). These insecurities include the demographic 
one, which is further intensified by economic uncertainty (MarFarlane, 1987). 
Demographically, the mortality rate, even among adults, was very high 
presumably because of backward medical expertise and poor hygienic conditions and 
awareness. Moreover, since people in premodem society mostly lived on the soil, 
their economic conditions were fundamentally constrained by the physical natural 
environment. Love was therefore not prevailing, nor even existing, in premodem 
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society because "sentiment cannot thrive in poverty" {ibid.). Such an argument 
echoes Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of need thesis (1943), which postulates that 
fundamental physical needs have to be satisfied before one proceeds to higher-level 
needs such as the feeling of love, safety and esteem. 
Instead, the more magnificent and prevalent practice at that time was marriage. 
Nonetheless, as the need for survival was a more vital concern than emotional 
gratification to people at that time, practical criteria always governed the selection of 
marriage partners (Lee and Stone, 1980). Furthermore, marriage was only a 
transient association, which was short-lived and unstable in composition, owing to the 
above-mentioned demographic and economic insecurities prevalent in premodem 
society (MacFarlane, 1987). Love was not valued but only seen as something that 
would grow within marriage over time. We can therefore realize that the conception 
of love is associated with a particular type of society and the meaning is basically 
constrained and shaped by its economic structure and socio-cultural values. 
In sum, the nature of love in premodem society was practical instead of romantic, 
and people at that time had very vague understandings of love because few of them 
had really experienced it. The traditional conception of love was also inseparable 
with the institution of marriage in the sense that it was a feeling developed gradually 
after marriage. Love vanished normally after the death of the spouse. In this 
2 0 
regard, though love or marriage was a transient relationship lasting for about two to 
three decades, such relationship was indeed life-long. Moreover, sex was only 
legitimate between married couples for carrying on the bloodlines. Premarital sex 
and other deviant forms of love were strictly prohibited. People, especially women, 
dared not express their love to whom they liked for it was socially inappropriate. All 
these restrictions and norms make the quest for "true love" very costly and always 
meet with various hindrances. That is why typical love tragedies are a popular 
theme in literature. Nevertheless, as true love was difficult to achieve, it was 
regarded as sacred or even an ideal to strive for. Sacred love was enchanted as a sort 
of myth. 
Even though the specific social configuration of premodem society may well 
give rise to the specific traditional conception of love, it is necessary to point out that 
the traditional conception of love might not only be found in the premodem era. It 
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may exist in the modem and even the late modem era, though its significance and 
prevalence diminishes accordingly. With the advent of a new epoch, the quality and 
manifestation of the predominant conception of love in society consequently change. 
2.3 The Modern Conception of Love 
The social configuration and the conception of love took a new outlook when a 
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new era called modernity or the modem age, an epoch that followed the Middle Ages 
or feudalism, came into being. Modernity, defined as a "break with tradition", was 
characterized by innovation, novelty, dynamism, and reason as the source of social 
progress, so much so that it became the "tradition of the new" (Best and Kellner, 1991; 
Kumar, 1995). 
The advent of modernity marked revolutionary and all-encompassing 
transformations in every domain of life—social, political, economical, 
intellectual—which were far beyond the imagination of the premodem people, thereby 
marking a qualitative break with the past epoch (Kumar, 1995). Modernity was also 
characterized by a wide array of grand narratives including "history and progress, 
truth and freedom, reason and revolution, and science and industrialism" (ibid), 
signifying a period of "disenchantment" as described by Weber. Among these 
features, rationality and individualism were the two major forces of modernity 
transforming both the public and private domains of people's lives (Bulcroft et al., 
2000). 
As Giddens (1992) maintained, reason or rationality played a significant role in 
organizing one's life in modem society, especially in the public domain. For 
example, Weber's ideal type of bureaucracy, being a typical invention of the modem 
society, realizes rationality to the utmost; laws and rules have replaced social norms 
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and customs to govern people's lives in the public domain; contracts are used to 
substitute mutual trust; rational calculation of the costs and benefits are exercised to 
maximize one's gain in monetary terms. These evidences illustrate that the public 
domain has undergone significant changes owing to the rise of rationality. 
Particularly, rationality has differentiated the public from the private domain. Yet, 
when the principle of rationality has to be applied to the organization of one's social 
or emotional life, it inevitably implies a dehumanization of social relationship and a 
decent emotional management to control the self, as love is the "definitional antithesis 
of rationality" (Bulcroft et al., 2000). 
The need for skillful management of our emotions is highlighted by Illouz (1998) 
in her metaphor of "love as work”�characterizing love as “the pragmatic orientation 
of our everyday life". Speaking from a rational standpoint, she maintained that our 
everyday life should be managed via "delayed gratification rather than through play 
and instant pleasure". To bring the effect of rationality on love to a close, though 
rationality may well imply a decent control on one's emotions, it has, in a subtle way, 
changed the function of love in the private domain. Love is now regarded as "one of 
the compensations for the loneliness and isolation of a disintegrated, associational, 
society” (MacFarlane, 1987). Love provides an outlet for escaping from the cruel 
reality or, more positively, a channel for emotional support and fulfillment. 
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Similarly, as Beck and Beck-Gemsheim argued, "humans needed a stable 
primary bond which gives one a sense of identity" in the midst of a rationalized world 
(Bulcroft et al., 2000). Even though the private domain became progressively more 
rationalized, emotional bonds derived from interpersonal intimate relationships were 
invaluable resources to pacify the strained nerves and protect people from undesirable 
experiences. Modernization neither rejected interpersonal bonding nor 
de-emphasized romantic love as we generally supposed, even though rationality was 
remarkably emphasized (ibid). 
Parallel to the development of rationality was the rise of individualism in modem 
society. Individualism was a tendency to quest for individual autonomy and freedom 
from the constraining social world. This concept can be further differentiated into 
possessive individualism and expressive individualism (She and He, 2001). As 
explained by She and He (2001), people who endorse the value of possessive 
individualism toward love lay much emphasis on the "possession" of entities and 
strain every nerve to free themselves from any kind of constraint. People who 
endorse the value of expressive individualism toward love, on the contrary, are deeply 
affected by romanticism. They long for an everlasting relationship established via 
love and regard love as a means to make the self complete. 
She and He (2001) further explained that men are largely affected by possessive 
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individualism. As they work in a nasty and competitive capitalist world, they are 
eager to seek the valuable resources of love and to lead a constraint-free life in the 
private domain. What is implied in She and He's elaboration is that women, on the 
contrary, are more likely to be affected by expressive individualism. This 
implication echoes what Giddens (1992) termed "feminized" romantic love. This 
rough demarcation fueled by the stereotyping of gender ideology may well be too 
arbitrary. Nevertheless, it may shed light on the large gender gap in the 
understanding and expression of love in the modern patriarchal society. 
With the rise of individualism, the idea of love seems to have undergone a new 
discourse, which is qualitatively different from that of premodem society. The 
concept of individualism necessarily implies a prior sense of self, which becomes a 
prerequisite to the experience of love (Solomon, 1990). Other relevant concepts like 
individuality, autonomy, and privacy come into being and love is regarded as a basic 
human right for each individual. Another significant difference between the 
traditional and the modem conceptions of love is that love, based on individual free 
choice, inherently becomes a basis for marriage. Marriage for love and the concept 
of individualism are inseparably joined. 
The coexistence and equal importance of the forces of rationality and 
individualism in modernity have different implications for the notion of love. The 
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processes of rationalization and individualization inevitably place both the notion of 
love and the private domain into a seemingly contradictory position at first glance. 
On the one hand, the private domain, which is supposed to shelter individuals from 
the cruel social world, and the notion of love are increasingly depersonalized and 
rationalized under the influence of rationality. This rationalization process is thus 
apparently contradictory to the intrinsic emotion-centered nature of love and the 
private domain. On the other hand, the process of individualization prompted people 
in modem society to quest more for individual freedom and escape from hampering 
social controls. This escalation of constraint-free emotional intensity made intimate 
love relationships a more salient part of people's individual identities and personal 
biographies in the modem world (Bulcroft et al.，2000). Therefore, the emphasis on 
individualism and emotional intensity is again seemingly contradictory to the notion 
of rationality prevalent in the modem social world. 
Nevertheless, when we examine the relationships among rationality, 
individualism and love more thoroughly, they may not necessarily be contradictory to 
each other. Granted that the endeavor of the modem age is to quest for freedom 
under the guidance of reason (Kumar, 1995), the ideas of individualism and rationality 
are de facto compatible with and complementary to each other when the notion of 
love is concerned. Love in the modem sense is the experience of individual choice 
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under the guidance of reason. 
The forces of rationality and individualism, emphasized by Bulcroft et al. (2000), 
merely indicate the cultural dimension of modernity, while leaving the structural 
dimension, capitalism and globalization, untouched (She and He, 2001). The above 
discussion on the modem conception of love is thus still incomplete. 
Modernity, if defined in a narrow sense, should be solely related to 
capitalism—the economic organization of everyday life (Kumar, 1995). The 
industrial revolution had changed the nature of mate selection though the definition of 
love was still largely circumscribed by religious teachings and the focus of family life 
is more on motherhood than conjugality (Bulcroft et al., 2000). The capitalistic 
mode of production further transformed the manifestations of love relationships. 
With the advent of an industrial capitalist society, the complex roles originally taken 
up by the institution of the family were greatly reduced. Men and women were 
segregated into the public and the private domains respectively. This changing 
social organization had a significant impact on the resultant gender roles and the 
different perceptions of love between the genders briefly depicted above. All in all, 
the urban and economic growth accompanied by rapid industrialization has brought 
about a new emotional structure in modem times (MacFarlane, 1987). 
As Shorter (1975) pointed out, the surge of sentiment apparent at the turn of the 
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nineteenth century and the root of the "romance revolution" were probably brought 
about by the development of market capitalism, replacing the traditional moral 
economy. He maintained that the "egoistical economic mentality spread into various 
non-economic domains of life", which echoed Engels's argument that "the desire to 
be free in one sphere led to a desire to be free in emotional life" (Shorter, 1975; 
MacFarlane, 1987). The effect of capitalism on the emotional domain of life，such 
as love, seems to be obvious and straightforward. Yet, this explanation covers only 
the structural aspect of modernity, while leaving the cultural aspect of rationality and 
individualism untouched, which makes the argument somewhat partial. Such logic 
of reasoning also invites the critique of economic determinism. We should 
therefore combine both the structural and cultural dimensions to assess and explain 
their interplaying effects on people's conception of love. 
A final point to note about the modem conception of love is that Giddens (1992; 
2003) and Beck (1995) argued that personal lives have become more democratic 
rather than chaotic. Giddens coined the term "pure relationship" to describe the love 
relationship which is founded upon the autonomy, as well as sexual and emotional 
equality, of both parties. The pure relationship, an ideal situation with equal rights 
and obligations, continues as long as "it is thought by both parties to deliver enough 
satisfaction for each individual to stay within it". Giddens was optimistic because 
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relationships might not end in blame or economic abandonment of women. A 
"democratization of intimacy" emerged in the modem time, which was also 
unprecedented in human history. 
To wrap things up, the private realm of love prevalent in the modem world is 
rationalized and institutionalized under the socially recognizable forms of marriage 
and the family, and sexuality is legitimized only in the realm of marriage to guarantee 
order, coherence and civility by marginalizing other possibilities of love relationships. 
We may well find that the modem conception of love is to a certain extent similar to 
the traditional one. What is different is indeed the discourses of love. Further, the 
modem conception of love regards love as a basis for marriage, a quest for self and 
also a channel for emotional release, which may well be unimaginable and 
unprecedented to people in old days. The modem conception of love is, in sum, 
characterized by "spontaneity, emotional intensity and relationship permanence" in a 
modem world driven by capitalism, globalization, rationality, individualism, 
romanticism and consumerism (Bulcroft et al.，2000). 
2.4 The Postmodern Conception of Love 
We have seen from the preceding discussion that the conceptions of love are to a 
great extent structured and shaped by the social configuration at a particular time in 
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history. It is not difficult to envision a postmodern conception of love with the 
advent of late-modem society. It is difficult, however, to define and explain what 
"postmodern" really means. 
The term "postmodernity" stirred up many debates and controversies in 
academia over the past few decades. Generally speaking, postmodernity is an epoch 
that immediately follows modernity (Best and Kellner, 1991). However, such an 
interpretation is already questionable. Some people believe that the arrival of 
postmodernity necessarily implies the end of modernity. Popular beliefs concerning 
reason and progress in the modem age are gradually replaced by an emphasis on 
sentiments of irrationality, indeterminacy and anarchy of the postmodern age (Kumar, 
1995). On the contrary, some believe that postmodernity is merely an extension and 
continuation of the modem age and postmodernity is the condition of awareness and 
reflectiveness {ibid.). 
The same line of argument concerning transcendence of the epoch also applies to 
the terms modernism and postmodernism. While modernity and postmodernity refer 
to the temporal dimension, modernism and postmodernism refer to the cultural 
aspects of social organization. In the eyes of the modernists, postmodernism is 
regarded as a subversive idea attacking the well-established foundations of 
modernism. Some scholars, such as Daniel Bell and Frederic Jameson, defend 
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postmodernism as merely an extension of modernism and thus a part of "late 
modernism" (Kumar, 1995). They believe that the vigor of postmodernism does not 
signify the end of modernism but instead let modernism start anew and blossom. 
Some other scholars, such as Jean-Francois Lyotard, Michel Foucault and Richard 
Brown, on the contrary, do not admit the continuity of modernism but instead 
envisage and theorize about the arrival of a new form of society (Seidman, 1994). 
Given such a theoretical debate, the present study attempts to find out which argument 
is more convincing empirically via launching a study on people's conception of love 
so that the gap between theory and reality can perhaps be bridged. 
We should, nevertheless, consider further the connotations of "postmodern" 
before proceeding to the debate. The term "postmodern", which is often addressed 
with reference to "modem", can connote the qualities of instability, precariousness 
and uncertainty (She and He, 2001). Other characteristics of "postmodern" include 
breaking down of boundaries between different realms of society-that is 
fragmentation (Kumar, 1995), plurality, incredulity toward metanarratives (Lyotard, 
1984), decentering and social deconstmction, to name but a few. These 
characteristics may well be the points of departure to construct an ideal type of the 
postmodern conception of love supposedly prevalent in late-modem society. 
If these characteristics of postmodernism are applied to love, it may be inferred 
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that the postmodern conception of love is generally short-lived in the form of "affairs" 
(Illouz, 1998), owing to love's fragmented nature. There exists more than one form 
of love relationship in society because some "deviant" relationships have been 
normalized to result in pluralistic types of relationships. "Eternal love", a grand 
narrative, has demised and is replaced by game-like love, emphasizing sensual and 
instant pleasure. 
The advent of late-modem society has brought about a few fundamental changes 
that have implications for the outlook of love. For instance, people tend to 
determine their self-identities by symbolic indicators via the act of symbolic 
consumption (Bulcroft et al., 2000). This act of constructing self-identity is 
unimaginable to people in older times whose statuses were ascribed and whose 
identities were determined by personal attributes like gender, nationality and social 
class. Owing to the blurring of social boundaries and the increase in social and 
geographical mobility, people lack apparent attributes to determine who they are. 
Therefore, people in late-modem society make use of a variety of symbols, such as 
the car they drive, the clothes they wear, the lifestyles they lead, and the love 
relationships they engage in, to construct a unique self-identity of their own. This 
identity construction is made more feasible and common with the development of the 
mass media and the advancement of the capitalistic world, both of which facilitate the 
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act of symbolic consumption. 
Another feature of late-modem society is the explosion of information available 
in the social world, which is sometimes called the information society. Such a 
configuration of the social world may well be unprecedented before the introduction 
of new channels of communication like the Internet, which has revolutionized both 
the media and the means by which social interactions took place in the past. People 
can now meet acquaintances in cyberspace and develop friendships and even love 
relationships with them. 
The arrival of the Internet era gives a new outlook on the manifestations of love 
relationships, which shall constitute part of the postmodern conception of love. The 
cyberspace is to a certain extent comparable to personal face-to-face encounters 
because it is also interactive in nature. What is more attractive about the virtual 
world is that many external social constraints are lifted there and anonymity may well 
be guaranteed (Ben-Ze'ev, 2004). Moreover, without spatial constraints, the pool of 
eligible person is larger and more accessible, and people may find potential partners 
from all over the globe. 
Another novel development in late-modem society is what Ulrich Beck (1992) 
has coined the "risk society". Beck maintained that risks become the core element of 
social configuration in the late-modem world. Living in a society encompassed with 
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risks and uncertainties requires people to be more reflexive precisely because "no 
orthodoxy can be adopted without self-consciousness" (Kumar, 1995). Moreover, 
because future is everchanging and unforeseeable, people may well tend to pursue 
more instant sensual gratification. 
All these social transformations have consequences for the conception of love. 
The postmodern conception of love centers around the features of consumption (as 
people increasingly use love relationships to construct their self-identities), sensual 
gratification (as a result of the development of cyberspace, which is free of moral and 
practical constraints), and uncertainty (because risks become a major force of social 
organization in the risk society). 
In brief, like people in the premodem era, people in late-modem society also do 
not know what love really is. They "doubt they are in love precisely because they 
have exceedingly heard about it" (Illouz, 1998). Love is no longer anything sacred 
but becomes part of our daily life because we are now often exposed to different 
concepts of love and can often experience and consume different "love affairs". 
Each love relationship is only an incident, an affair, or an episode spreading over a 
short moment in our life. Contemporary people are indeed engaging "in a sequence 
of romances that extend across the individual's biography" (Dowd and Pallotta, 2000). 
The conception of love has therefore undergone significant changes, especially when 
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compared with the traditional conception which treats love as a life-long and sacred 
entity. However, in one way or another, the postmodern conception of love，as well 
as marriage, is comparable to the traditional one in the sense that it is a transient 
relationship, yet as a result of individual choice. 
Past literature focusing on the postmodern conception of love is scanty. Our 
literature review only aims at providing a general overview of the concept. It is 
hoped that more understanding of and insight into such a concept can be obtained 
from an empirically-driven perspective. It is against this background and 
consideration that an empirical study on young people's conception of love is 
conducted. 
2.5 Assumptions 
With reference to the literature consulted so far and as observed in the empirical 
world, I have three assumptions in mind to guide the present study. I wish to 
emphasize that these assumptions are by no means research hypotheses to be testified. 
They serve as only a broad framework for presenting the relevant research finding and 
for guiding subsequent discussion in a systematic manner. These assumptions are 
listed below with brief explanation each: 
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Assumption 1: There is no sequential and inherent relationship among love, marriage 
and sex in late-modern society. 
In premodem society, as discussed above, love was seldom the main concern of 
people though it was regarded as something sacred. Marriage was indeed the prime 
form of association for practical needs, whereas sex was strictly confined to marriage. 
Love was only a plausible consequence of marriage, or something that developed 
between married couples over time. When the modem era came into being, the 
sequence among marriage, sex and love changed drastically and the quest for love 
became the prime concern of people. Love also served as the basis for marriage 
whereas sex was still rationalized and institutionalized in marriage. 
However, in late-modem society characterized by fragmentation, plurality and 
social deconstruction—novel and unprecedented social configurations—a new outlook 
and correlation among love, marriage and sex is assumed. More specifically, when 
people presumably tend to engage in short-lived relationships and emphasize sensual 
gratification, the link between love and sex would be broken. There is also no 
intrinsic and definite relationship among love, marriage and sex. The 
" lovemarr iage->sex" sequence becomes not viable. People can even start 
relationships developed from sexual encounters. It is therefore assumed that in 
late-modem society, the relationship among love, marriage and sex is arbitrary and 
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not sequential. Relevant research finding will be presented in the subsequent chapter 
in response to this assumption. 
Assumption 2: Rationality is the crux of the observed paradox. 
Past literature attributes the upheavals occurring in the private domain probably 
to the rationalization of the social world, in the sense that the private realm is to a 
certain extent rationalized. I assume that rationality still plays a greater role in 
affecting the quality of love relationship in late-modem society, making the private 
realm of love far more problematic, unstable, and thus, potentially more heartbreaking 
than ever. Love can also be a source of dismay and a context for conflict for 
contemporary people. 
Assumption 3: People in late-modern society endorse the postmodern conception of 
love. 
As the type and outlook on love correlates to a great extent with the predominant 
societal settings and cultural values of a particular society, it is therefore logical to 
envision that a postmodern conception of love is becoming more apparent in the 
modem society. So, I assume that people in late modem society, such as Hong Kong 
society in the twenty-first century, endorse the postmodern conception of love. 
Specifically, the postmodern conception of love is thought to be characterized by (i) 
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short-lived love affairs emphasizing sensual and instant gratification; (ii) pluralistic 
forms of love relationships; and (iii) love becoming an act of symbolic consumption, 
all as a result of the overwhelming risks and uncertainties people face, and the 
less-binding social norms in society. 
2.6 Research Methodology 
Prior empirical research in the study of love often adopted a quantitative 
approach, which enables us to generalize patterns or changes from the sample to a 
particular population. However, quantitative statistical research would constrain the 
responsiveness and expression of informants because a set of prescribed answers are 
normally given in the closed-ended questionnaire for respondents to choose from. 
Such an approach is mot appropriate in the present study. 
Love is something enacted instead of recorded, and it is something inherently 
immeasurable. To understand people's conception of love, we either observe their 
behaviors or inquire them directly. The latter method is preferred as it is more direct 
and, most importantly, interactive. Engaging in a dialogue directly with informants 
allows the interviewer to probe and to clarify queries on the one hand, and enables the 
informants to express freely their viewpoints on the other. 
Qualitative research method was used to understand the empirically observed 
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paradox, and to grasp a general picture of the conception of love endorsed by young 
people in the context of contemporary Hong Kong society. Qualitative approach 
enables the interviewer to tap into meanings, investigate some specific or unique cases 
in great detail, and give more autonomy to informants. Particularly, in-depth 
interviews using semi-structured open-ended questionnaires were conducted. The 
I 
rationale for using a semi-structured questionnaire is to leave room for additional and 
instant ideas that may have been missed in the course of preparing the measuring 
instrument. 
Each interview, lasting from V/i to l}/i hours, is composed of six main parts. 
The first part aims to find out the general conception of love endorsed by informants 
as indicated by their past and current romantic experiences，mate selection criteria and 
their attitudes towards love. The second part attempts to find out how informants 
perceive different types of relationships that have become seemingly visible in our 
society nowadays, including homosexuality and wang nian lian G忘年戀) .Then, the 
third part focuses on conceptions of the institution of marriage to cover issues like 
cohabitation, extramarital affairs, extramarital sex and arranged marriage. Issues 
concerning the conception of sex are raised in part four so that we can better 
understand the connection between love and sex as internalized in the minds of 
informants. In the fifth part, concern goes to love affairs in the virtual space of the 
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Internet. The notions of cyberlove and cybersex are discussed to find out whether 
informants have such experiences and, if so, how they conduct such affairs and the 
potential effects on their offline relationships. The last part is devoted to a more 
general discussion on the perception of gender equality. Informants are invited to 
talk about their romantic relationships so that the real interaction and power 
relationship involved can be recorded. The detailed questionnaire is shown in 
Appendix 2. In sum, the scope of questions encompassed in this study is quite broad 
so that more comprehensive viewpoints of informants can be gathered. 
It should be noted that the sequence of the questions asked during the interviews 
did not necessarily follow the original design of the questionnaire. The technique 
of probing was used when necessitated by informants' responses. Some probing 
questions are not included in the questionnaire but have actually been raised during 
the interview. 
The interviews were carried out from September 2005 to January 2006 with 20 
informants and a rich database was obtained. Follow-up telephone interviews lasting 
for a few minutes were conducted four months after the in-depth interviews, that is 
from January 2006 to May 2006，to capture the latest development in the 20 
informants' love relationships, thereby constituting a two-phase data collection 
strategy to record some longitudinal changes. 
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To collect insights concerning people's conception of love, young Hong Kong 
people aged between 16 and 25 are the target population of the present study. There 
are four main reasons for the age range chosen. Firstly, though this cohort of young 
people are mostly studying at school, they are in fact at a prime time to engage in 
courtship affairs because there is a trend in our society that the mean age for the first 
courtship affair is becoming much younger. Secondly, this group of young people 
grew up in the Information Age in which most of them are constant Internet users. 
They are therefore a suitable, and relatively homogeneous (in the sense that they were 
brought up in a similar societal setting), target for me to study the issues related to 
cyber-affairs. Or I would say, people in this age group are more likely to be attracted 
to, and even engage in, this new form of cyberspace love affairs. Thirdly, people in 
this age range are still at a stage to develop their own values. They may be more 
easily affected by different social norms and values; in other words, their conception 
of love may be easily shaped by the predominant configuration of late-modem society, 
causing them to be more inclined to endorse a postmodern conception of love. 
Last but not least, the age range is chosen for a practical consideration. 
According to official statistical figures of the Hong Kong Government, such as those 
of the Census and Statistics Department, five-year-interval age groups (e.g. 15-19; 
20-24) are usually adopted. However, a slight adjustment is made to the age range 
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of the informants in this study owing to the fact that the minimum lawful age for sex 
in our society is 16, it is therefore more appropriate to interview informants aged at 
least 16 because issues related to sex were raised during the interview. 
Having identified the target population of my study, a brief note on sampling is 
needed. Three sampling techniques, namely stratified sampling, quota sampling, and 
snowball sampling, were applied in the present study. Stratified sampling is used to 
group the members in my population who are relatively homogeneous to form 
mutually exclusive strata. In my case, two stratifying factors, gender and social class, 
are defined. After dividing the population into strata, quota sampling is also used. 
A total quota of 20 informants, ten male and ten female, is set. Moreover, a quota of 
the distribution of the social class, classified into lower, middle and higher with 
reference to their family income, is also set. The distribution of the 20 informants is 
shown in Table 2.1 in Appendix 1. 
In addition to gender and class, I am indeed looking for some specific attributes 
of the informants. In this case, three more additional conditions, which are sexual 
orientation, religious background and education level, are identified. The detailed 
distribution is set out in Table 2.2 in Appendix 1. 
After setting the characteristics of the sample, snowball sampling is used to find 
the appropriate informants for the study. Informants were asked to introduce some 
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other potential informants who have particular characteristics that I looked for. The 
detailed background information of individual informants is listed in Table 2.3 in 
Appendix 1. As most of my informants are acquaintances, the interview questions 
were asked in a tactful way because some sensitive issues were raised. Finally, 
fictitious names are used in the subsequent text if their views or experiences have to 
be presented, to protecting the privacy and interests of informants. 
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Chapter 3: Love，Marriage and Sex 
Relevant findings from the in-depth interviews in response to the relationship 
among love, marriage and sex are presented and discussed in this chapter. In 
addition, to shed light on the general views of the young Hong Kong people on these 
issues, relevant findings of a large scale social research conducted by The Hong Kong 
Federation of Youth Groups (HKFYG) in 2003 to gather views from the young Hong 
Kong people aged between 15 and 39 on a wide array of topics are presented in some 
sections where deem necessary, so that the statistics generated from a representative 
sample (n=l,018) can be illustrated for reference sake. 
3.1 Love 
j. 1.1 Relatively Short-lived Love Relationships 
Eighteen out of the 20 informants have engaged in at least one love relationship 
while two of them did not have any past love experiences. More specifically, one of 
the informants has even experienced as many as eight love relationships. She is only 
a 16-year-old girl, the youngest informant, who started the first courtship affair when 
she was in Form One. Three other informants have engaged in five love 
relationships and more than half of the informants have experienced at least three 
courtship affairs. The number of courtship affairs that informants have engaged in 
4 4 
may well be an indicator to show how experienced and "serious" they are. Another 
indicator that may shed light on their perceptions of love is the duration of their love 
relationships. 
The shortest relationship reported lasted for only five days, while the longest 
lasted for about six years. Such a great difference in duration may imply that there 
exist at least two different conceptions of love, resulting in different behaviors and 
manifestations in love encounters. More specifically, it is found that there is 
generally an inverse relationship between the number and the duration of love 
relationships. 
Among the 20 informants, 11 admitted having at least one courtship affair when 
they had the interviews, meaning that some of them had more than one boyfriend or 
girlfriend simultaneously. This may seem ridiculous and immoral to many people; 
but it was not a rare case among my informants. Detailed description and analysis of 
this phenomenon will be rendered later, especially in Chapter Five which is about 
cyber-affairs. 
To catch up with the latest development of the informants' love experiences, such 
as whether they were still dating the same partners and whether they had started new 
relationships, short follow-up telephone interviews were arranged with them four 
months after the in-depth interviews. It was found that ten informants were 
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engaging in love relationships when the follow-up interviews were conducted. 
Apparently, this may well mean that only one informant had broken up with his/her 
partners; yet the real changes were much more spectacular and complicated. 
It was reported that eight informants were in courtship affairs. Six of them still 
had the same partners whereas two had started new relationships with someone else. 
Seven other informants remained single, with one of them having started and ended a 
relationship within four month. Two of the nine informants who did not have any 
partners as reported in the in-depth interview had started a new relationship. On the 
other hand, three of the 11 informants who had partners as reported in the in-depth 
interview had separated with their lovers and remained single at the time of the 
follow-up interview. These changes are summarized in Table 3.1 in Appendix 1. 
The findings obtained from the follow-up interviews are important because, to a 
certain extent, they help provide more information from a longitudinal perspective. 
Intra-personal changes, which are hard to obtain via cross-sectional study, can 
therefore be traced easily. As findings reveal the turnover rate in love relationships 
is somewhat higher than what I expected. Moreover, the interval between two 
relationships can be very short. In as short as four month, two informants ended old 
relationships and started new ones; another informant even started and ended a 
relationship. Relatively short-lived and instant relationships, lasting from a few days 
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to a few months, seem to become increasingly common among Hong Kong's young 
people. What can people really "obtain" from such short-lived love relationships? 
What does the duration of the relationship mean to my informants? Niki, for 
example, had three courtship affairs before, with the shortest relationship lasting only 
around two weeks and the longest about ten months. To her, the most impressive 
love relationship so far did not depend on length but intensity. She explained: 
That two-week affair was the most romantic and unforgettable to me. . . . I studied as an 
exchange student for one semester at the University where he studied. He was a nice and 
attractive American. . . . We started dating in my last-month stay in the U.S I knew 1 
had to leave soon but I could not resist his love, or I did not want to resist actually.. . . Our 
love relationship lasted only for about two weeks. Both of us agreed to separate.,. . [The 
relationship was] sparkling like firework; I would never forget it. (Niki, F, 22) 
We can see that what Niki experienced was indeed an intense feeling of passion. 
What she valued was the quality of the relationship rather than its duration. When 
asked how she felt about the affair, she further explained: 
Of course I have no regrets. I did not think my love for him was wrong. Nothing was 
absolutely right or wrong, nor should there be value judgment on love. . . . I did not think a 
short-lived love affair was playful; in fact, both of us were serious... and so serious that we 
realized we would not have any future. . . . We stopped at the moment that was most 
memorable for both of us. . . . It was fine as long as I am one of the girls whom he ever 
loved in his life. (Niki, F, 22) 
Niki's sharing reminds us of a popular saying about one or two decades ago~"Z?w 
zai hu tian chang dijiu, zhi zai hu cengjing yong you” (不在乎天長地久’只在乎曾 
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/經擁有)，meaning that people do not long for everlasting love but would be contented 
if they have ever experienced such (passionate) love. People in late-modem society 
may have such a romantic yet unrestrained idea of love, treating this "motto" as a 
justification or even a self consolation to soothe the wound caused by unsuccessful 
and heartbreaking love experiences. 
Though many informants, including Niki, admitted that breaking up with their 
lovers was a hard decision or even a "heartbreaking" experience, they could recover 
rapidly and then devote themselves again to another relationship. Anyhow, some 
other informants would still have relatively long-term and stable relationships, placing 
less emphasis on passion but more on trust and care. Ken, who had three courtship 
affairs before, engaged in the present love relationship for nearly six years. He had 
once experienced a love affair for as short as three months, but he valued the present 
relationship most: 
I am satisfied with the relationship with my girlfriend. It's been kind of stable and steady 
relationship for some time. . . . We treat each other as old friends; our relationship is based 
mainly on mutual trust and caring. . . . I once had a very short relationship when I was in 
secondary school. I used to be serious but, to my dismay, the girl's attitude was different 
from mine. . . . I thought she was not the type I was looking for, so we broke up. . . . You 
know, people in this world do not always have the same values and ways of thinking as you, 
that is why love based on individual choice is sometimes dangerous. It's kind of like trial 
and error. (Ken, M, 25) 
Contrary to my preconception, the sharing by Niki and Ken seems to show that 
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people having very short-lived relationships are not necessarily playful. Indeed, as 
we all "hunt" for love now, we have to bear a certain level of risk. In certain cases, 
people may be forced to quit the relationship because it falls short of their expectation. 
Nonetheless, the two informants still have certain differences in the behaviors and 
attitudes towards courtship affairs，which may well signify different underlying 
conceptions of love co-existing in our society. We have to ask, therefore, "What is 
the contemporary people's understanding of love exactly?". 
3,1.2 Vague and Pluralistic Understandings of Love 
With this basic yet important question in mind, I also asked informants about 
their understanding and perception of love. Generally speaking, the informants did 
not have very concrete understanding of love, but tried to share their understanding 
with me anyway, 
I only know what is meant by liking, but not loving. . . . One of the ultimate purposes of 
life is the quest for love. (Wah, M, 24) 
Love is abstract; it is the invisible hand that motivates you to do something that you will 
otherwise not d o . . . . It's like a necessity in our lives; we can't live without love. (Yuki, F, 
24) 
Love is by definition exclusive. It has to be reciprocal. . . . It can be unconditional. . . . 
The fundamental spirit is mutual respect and mutual understanding. (Ken, M, 25) 
Love is a combination of possession and sharing. (Wing, F, 17) 
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It appears that the informants only tried to describe what love meant to them, 
though ambiguously. Some of them tried to clarify their idea by an analogy: 
Love is comparable to a game. There are several stages and obstacles in a love 
relationship that the couple has to go through, corresponding to several levels of a game. 
We proceed to higher levels only if we can overcome the obstacles. (Mark, M, 22) 
Love is like a game; it gives you excitement and refreshment. (Sam, F, 17) 
Though Mark and Sam coincidentally used the analogy of game to illustrate their 
understanding of love, they had grasped different characteristics and therefore 
revealed the very different understanding of love. Applying Lee's typology of love, 
what Mark presented was the Storge kind of love while what Sam envisioned was the 
Ludus kind of love. 
Cecilia, a bisexual who had had courtship affairs with both men and women, also 
doubted if she was in love: 
I can't define what love is. . . . I doubt if I am in love with two persons simultaneously.... 
I feel emotionally close to one of them and I disclose much about myself to her. I share 
secrets with her and I feel really comfortable with her. However, I feel physically close to 
the other one. I just want to have an intimate relationship with him. . , . It's a different 
feeling. I don't know whether I love both of them. (Cecilia, F, 20) 
Cecilia's sharing sheds light on the fact that people may define love in physical 
and emotional terms. Despite their various answers, when I probed even further, 
most informants claimed that they were not sure how to define love precisely and that 
they found it hard to articulate substantially, no matter how "experienced" they were. 
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BB, the 16-year-old secondary school girl who had experienced eight love 
relationships, admitted: 
It's hard [to define l o v e ] . . . . Love is a kind of feeling (Interviewer: Can you describe more 
specifically what the feeling is like?) Well. . . it's a feeling that is beyond words. You'll 
know how it feels when you have experienced it. (BB, F, 16) 
Still, BB had a very vague understanding of love, in the sense that she could 
hardly describe it in concrete and clear words. Probed further and asked to use some 
synonyms or tangible things to describe her understanding of love, she then uttered 
words like "responsibility" and "loyalty". Lastly, she mentioned "love is the greatest 
right"(愛是最大權禾(J), which is the title of a Canto pop song. 
Apparently, when informants did not know how to put forward an absurd idea, 
they tended to use cultural resources available to them to guide their thinking and 
express their understanding of love. Gordon, a Christian, made clear what he 
thought about love by quoting the Bible: 
Love is patient and is kind; love doesn't envy; love doesn't brag, is not proud... Love is the 
greatest of all. (Gordon, M, 23) 
We can generalize from the above that love is inevitably an elusive concept. 
Different people may have different thoughts and ideals about love as a result of 
making reference to cultural products, such as religion, pop songs, films and fictions, 
and the mainstream discourses in our society. Some informants admitted that they 
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even imitated or compared their love experiences with those of the main characters in 
films or fictions in order to learn something or find a way. Cultural products may 
serve as a model or at least a reference for them to tackle problems arising from 
courtship affairs and to understand love, implying that our conception of love is 
closely related to the social context and the cultural elements of our society. This 
also illustrates that love is a "changing code" with diverse meanings and expressions 
in different societal settings (Evans, 2003). However, as the findings have shown, 
the vague understanding of love reveals, to a certain extent, our "impoverishment in 
the conception of love", which has become part of our everyday experience (Hendrick 
and Hendrick, 1992). 
Though informants could hardly define love, it would probably be easier for 
them to render a synonym of the concept. They were asked to use another 
expression to replace the concept of love during the interviews. Most of my 
informants unanimously found that love is irreplaceable by any other word. Shan 
even thought that love is a unique word: 
Love is the strongest and the most direct word. . . . Other words can only represent partial 
meanings of love, or love that has turned bad. (Shan, F, 23) 
However, when further asked to render a synonym, many of them gave such 
words as communication, commitment and caring. Commitment was a word 
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frequently used by informants as a synonym of love, yet it was found that they had a 
fairly different interpretation of the word. They regarded commitment as the essence 
of eternal love, a goal or even an ideal that every couple would strive for. Likewise, 
most informants have the same ideal, yet they are now more aware of its qualified 
feasibility in the ever-changing world: 
Love implies commitment, but love is not necessarily everlasting. Everyone of us will 
change; the world will change. I will not demand eternal love though it is highly desirable. 
It's fine with me as long as both of us feel comfortable when we're together. . . . I would 
still be very much committed to my boyfriend if we stay together. . . but breaking up is 
something that we have to prepare for. (Shan, F, 23) 
In the past, commitment meant a decision to stay in the relationship and take care 
of the partner for the rest of one's life. Nowadays, people interpret commitment as 
being responsible for the partner as long as they stay together. Once the relationship 
dissolves, commitment ceases. In other words, time duration is irrelevant 
commitment. Or we could say, people can still be very committed to a short-lived 
but emotionally intense relationship. 
The social world nowadays is different from premodem society that we now 
have less-constraining social customs and norms. We also have a larger pool of 
easily accessible potential partners facilitated by high-tech electronic communication 
devices. Such changes are not necessarily detrimental, for we are now having 
another set of norms which are more appropriate in governing our social lives. The 
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meaning of love and the manifestations of love relationships change in response to a 
series of social changes in society. 
3.1.3 Receptiveness towards Different Types of Love Relationships 
As mentioned in the last chapter, our personal lives have undergone drastic and 
sweeping changes with the advent of the late-modem era. For instance, many 
different forms of love affairs have gained greater acceptance and some have been 
normalized, though they were regarded as taboos in earlier times. My informants are 
generally receptive to and tolerant towards different types of love relationships, such 
as homosexuality, wang nian lian^ (;忘年戀)’ jie di lian^ (姐弟fft考)，cohabitation and 
premarital sex, to name but a few. All these love relationships are considered 
socially and morally unacceptable according to the traditional conception of love. 
Four of my informants are homosexuals and one of them is a bisexual. Though 
they were conventionally stigmatized, they agreed that they had been gaining much 
acceptance in society. David noted: 
People nowadays are more receptive to us, though there is still stereotyping sometimes . , . . 
Many of my friends know I am gay; they are not "afraid o f me! They even go to gay 
bars with me so that I can get to know people of my type. . . . Anyhow, I will struggle for 
my right. (David, M, 23) 
8 This term denotes the unconventional age-defying relationship between two persons with a huge age 
difference，particularly a senior man and a young lady. 
9 This term denotes the unconventional age-defying relationship between a lady and a younger man. 
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In fact, more than a half of my informants do not object to homosexuality. For 
instance, as Shan put it: 
Don't be childish. I accept my friends as homosexuals. It's no big deal. We should not 
condemn them because of their difference in sexual orientation. . . . I suppose people of the 
same sex can still have true love. (Shan, F, 23) 
As revealed from the findings of the research conducted by HKFYG (2003), 58% 
of the respondents do not object to homosexuality. It seems that homosexuality is 
gaining increasing acceptance in Hong Kong society now as compared with the past 
when homosexuality was treated as a taboo. However, my study reveals that 
informants with a religious background are less receptive or even hostile to such love 
relationships. Treating homosexuality as a sin that violates the natural law, they 
regard homosexuals as abnormal and guilty. Despite their view, these informants 
would still respect homosexuals' rights. In this regard, we may also recognize 
religion as a cultural element plays a role in influencing people's receptivity to 
different types of love relationships. 
Other types of love relationships not treated favorably by people in the old days 
are wang nian Han and jie di lian，which refer to the unconventional age-defying 
relationships between people with a huge age difference. My informants tend to be 
receptive to these relationships. Daniel had this to say: 
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Why can't it [wang nian lian] be accepted? As long as the two parties can communicate 
and the relationship is not initiated by bad motivations, it is fantastic, . . . Love is such a 
delicate th ing . . . . We cannot, and should not, criticize them. . . . Having a love relationship 
with a more mature person may be good for the other's personal growth What interests 
me is not the form of the relationship but what the parties in question actually obtain from 
the relationship. (Daniel, M, 21) 
Most informants are receptive to these once marginalized relationships, but only 
when other people are involved. However, when I asked if they would engage in 
such attempts, most of them said no, probably for fear of being stigmatized. This 
interesting finding may well signify a difference in people's attitudes and behaviors. 
Their thinking may be liberal, but their behaviors remain conservative. 
Two other forms of love relationships mentioned above, that is, cohabitation and 
premarital sex, will be discussed in the following sections. 
3.2 Marriage 
To better understand people's conception of love, we should examine relevant 
concepts like marriage and sex to put together a more comprehensive picture. This 
section is mainly devoted to the discussion on marriage while sex will be considered 
in the section that immediate follows. 
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3.2.1 The Basis for Marriage 
As indicated in Chapter Two, marriage was mostly arranged for practical needs 
in premodem societies. It was a means to acquire some economic and tangible 
returns and interests, and also a core experience in women's lives. Love marriage, as 
MacFarlane (1987) opined, is "a culturally peculiar institution" and "an invention of 
modernization". It seems to us that marrying for love is a taken-for-granted practice 
and a basic human right in contemporary society. It should however be noted that 
though more people in the early twentieth century married for love, love was still 
confined to class boundaries (Bulcroft et al., 2000), which implies that autonomous 
romantic love was not a predominant form of love at that time. It was not until the 
mid- to late twentieth century that sexual and emotional fulfillment emerged as 
primary life goals strongly associated with marriage as a means to quest for self 
identity (She and He, 2001) and then love and marriage became closely united. 
However, as indicated by some findings of cross-cultural comparative studies, 
love and marriage are not intrinsically intertwined in every society (MacFarlane, 1987; 
Lindholm, 1998). Indeed, the belief that one should marry for love is an ideology 
when that belief is widely shared within a society (Hendrick and Hendrick, 1992). 
Such a viewpoint convincingly validates the notion that love is a social construct and 
a "powerful cultural component" manifesting itself differently in specific time and 
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space (MacFarlane, 1987). In late-modem society, how do people perceive marriage 
and its relationship with love? The information gathered from the interviews may 
give us some general ideas. 
When asked about the basis for marriage, nearly all my informants thought that it 
is love. Marriages founded upon practical reasons and arranged marriages seemed to 
be outdated and not welcomed by the informants. Shan would even choose to be 
single if she has to marry someone whom she does not love. As she put it: 
Frankly, marriage is one of the important experiences in my life. It signifies a new stage 
in life. Yet, I will only get married with someone I love. If that Mr. Right does not 
appear, I will not get married for marriage's sake because I suppose I can stand on my own 
feet economically. (Shan, F, 23) 
We can also infer from Shan's words that women in our society nowadays can decide 
their own fate in the sense that they have the right to choose romantic or marriageable 
partners, supposedly because they are now more economically independent and 
better-off. Moreover, parental influence on the selection of mates and pre-defined 
social norms valorizing marriage are also weakened, so love based on individual 
choice becomes a basis for marriage. Informants are indeed resistant to parental 
influence, which demonstrates the primacy of individual wishes over family 
preferences in the matter of mate selection. Marco explained: 
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Parental influence must be minimal, if not zero. My parents may render advice but should 
never have any high-handed policy or interfere in my romantic af fa irs .…I will not change 
my mind even if my parents object [to my girlfriend]. [My romantic affair] is none of 
their business. (Marco, M, 25) 
As contemporary marriages are based on love, which is an elusive entity that 
people generally understand only vaguely, such an association may become very 
fragile in the sense that once the feeling of love vanishes, the marriage relationship 
will end, contributing to the soaring divorce rate in our society. In this regard, 
cohabitation, or living together, seems to be an alternative to marriage. My 
informants' views on cohabitation versus marriage are therefore presented in the 
following part to shed light on their preference between the two alternatives. 
2.2 Cohabitation vs. Marriage 
Findings of HKFYG (2003) show that 76% of the respondents accepted 
cohabitation, indicating that young Hong Kong people are receptive to this form of 
relationship which was again prohibited in the past. In my study, 18 out of 20 
informants accepted cohabitation and claimed that they would cohabit if the need 
arose. A relatively higher percentage was recorded in my sample. The other two 
informants who objected to cohabitation are both Christians. 
David, a homosexual, regarded cohabitation as living with his roommate: 
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I do not think negatively about cohabitation which is like living with my roommate. It's a 
way of getting to know one another and also a kind of commitment.. . . But one should get 
prepared before deciding to live together. (David, M, 23) 
Another informant, Daniel, preferred cohabitation because of the financial 
implication arising from marriage: 
We are still studying in our early twenties. After graduation, we may, if lucky enough, 
generate income of about 10-20 thousand dollars each month. But we still have a lot of 
items to pay for-family expenses, payment to the government for financial subsidies and 
many other everyday expenses. . . . It would be a financial burden for us if we marry at an 
early age, so I prefer living together for sometime and get married when our financial 
situation allows. (Daniel, M, 21) 
Other than practical concerns, informants preferred cohabitation because it 
serves as a dress rehearsal for married life. Young people nowadays are more aware 
of the rising divorce rate and try to take a more "defensive" step. Suen lived with 
her boyfriend at the time of the in-depth interview: 
No one would think of divorce at the time they get married. But life is unpredictable. 
You never know what will happen years or even just months later. It's better if I can get 
to know my other half better before we get married. (Suen, F, 23) 
Indeed, most informants thought that cohabitating people also commit to the 
relationship. In their eyes，the essence of marriage and cohabitation is the same, but 
what they prefer eventually is indeed the more ritualized form of 
relationship-marriage: 
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Marriage is like a life-long contract. Once the decision is made, we have to commit to it. 
Even lovers who cohabit may still have this commitment; I don't think cohabitation can 
take the place of marriage. It [cohabitation] can only be a transitional step. (Mark, M, 22) 
Mark perceived marriage as a kind of commitment, but in the sense of a contract. 
Contract is likely a concept invented in modem society simply because people do not 
know each other well, so they have to sign contracts to protect the interests of both 
parties. The metaphor that "marriage as a contract" undoubtedly implies the rational 
mindset has governed the arrangements in the private realm of people's lives. 
Although the concept of marriage has been rationalized, more than 15 informants 
planned to get married eventually, as it signifies a new stage in life and can make their 
lives complete. Referring to the research finding of HKFYG (2003), nearly 92% of 
the respondents plan to get married, which is a very high percentage. In my study, 
those informants who did not prefer getting married are in fact homosexuals. Sam 
frankly explained, "I must get married if I can... If not, cohabitation would be a 
second-best alternative." (Sam, F, 17). 
Generally speaking, all my informants planned to get married, if possible. In a 
rational world fueled by disenchantment, people turn from religion to a more secular 
type of ftilfillment-marriage (Hendrick and Hendrick, 1992). Meanwhile, in a 
world in which perfectly satisfactory marriage is difficult to attain or even an 
unachievable ideal, marriage is gradually treated as, or even mythicized to be, a 
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relatively "sacred" entity to strive for. No matter what meaning informants attach to 
marriage, it must be closely associated with their different meaning and understanding 
of love (Singer, 1984). Living in late-modem society, as we increasingly hold high 
expectations of marriage, we will be disillusioned and deeply hurt once it vanishes 
into the air, thereby making failure in the private realm of love and marriage even 
more heartbreaking. Anyhow, people still consider marriage important, as confirmed 
by the soaring figures on re-marriage in the midst of the upsurge in divorce rate. 
3.3 Sex 
Basis for Sex 
In old days and in modem society, sex was only legitimized and rationalized in 
the institution of marriage. Yet, the understanding that "the basis for sex is 
marriage" is not agreeable to nearly all my informants, who had different views on the 
basis for sex. Some of them maintained that the basis for sex is love, believing that 
the two are deeply intertwined. Yuen even used a vivid analogy to explain their 
relationship: 
Love and sex are like shampoo and conditioner respectively. Using only the conditioner 
is not enough. The effectiveness of conditioner is brought to its utmost if it is used 
alongside with shampoo. Likewise, sex based on love is more rewarding. (Yuen, F, 24) 
However, a few other informants thought that the basis for the personalized act 
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of sex is voluntarism and that its function is for pleasure and need satisfaction. 
These informants, such as David, tended to treat love and sex as separable entities: 
Sex is obviously a biological need; having sex is like having to eat when we feel hungry. . . . 
It's a basic human biological need. . . . Sex can of course be separated from love. . . . But 
sex should never be the reason for love. (David, M, 23) 
Such a difference in the understanding of sex, and particularly its relationship 
with love, can be explained by factors like gender and religious background, as the 
research findings revealed. Female informants and those with a religious 
background were more inclined to maintain that love and sex should be intrinsically 
intertwined. The part played by religion is straightforward, as its norms and values 
define having sex outside wedlock as a sin. Therefore, informants with a religious 
background did not accept to the separation between love and sex. 
Owing to the sexual double standard prevalent in the patriarchal society, women 
tend to associate love with sex while men do not, which is a discrepancy produced by 
the ideology of romantic love (Giddens, 1992; Louise Collins, 1999; Giddens, 2003). 
Even though the gap of gender inequality is narrowing in society nowadays, such 
deep-seated sexual double standard is still affecting the perceptions of sexual 
encounters between men and women. Moreover, according to Kenrick (1989), as 
males should compete for sexual access to females for spreading their genes widely, 
and females are taught to be the guardians of that access, it results in the fact that 
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females are more selective in sex partners, who are usually their lovers or husbands. 
Thus, women are more likely to associate sex with love. 
3.3.2 Premarital sex 
Sexuality, originally serving to fulfill the need of procreation, is decentered when 
the movement of "plastic sexuality" is come to known (Giddens, 1992). Owing to 
improved contraception methods, an increasing quest for emotional fulfillment, and 
the lessening of social sanctions and stigmatization, some people may have sexual 
relationships before marriage or even with acquaintances with whom they do not have 
affective bonds and the feeling of love. These seemingly "weird" practices of our 
time are discussed in this and the next part. 
About 46% of the respondents of the research conducted by HKFYG (2003) 
disagreed with having premarital sex. In my study, most informants, particularly 
male and people without any religious belief, were more receptive to premarital sex 
provided that the people involved are mature enough and know the consequences. 
David, a homosexual, told me directly: "You know what... I can't get married. Does 
it mean I can't have sex in my life? Of course not! I would rather die from 
diseases than die as a virgin!" (David, M, 23) 
Though some of the female informants were also receptive to premarital sex, 
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they put it in a more implicit way. As Amy put it, “I do not object to premarital sex, 
but I will try my best not to do it." (Amy, F, 20). On the contrary, male informants 
were more direct and explicit in response to the question. As Dan put it, "Premarital 
sex is only a basic instinct; there's no big deal. I in fact had such an experience with 
my ex-girlfriend." (Dan, M，18). Such a gender difference may well reinforce the 
explanation of sexual double standard imposed by our society rendered above. Men 
and women are expected to behave differently in sexual encounters. 
Sexuality may be regarded as a personal expression of the affective bonds with 
one another in our society. But as shown from the findings, informants tended to 
accept sex occurring outside of marriage (i.e. premarital sex) and some even admitted 
having such experience. Yet, some of them, particularly female informants and 
those with a religious background, found the separation between love and sex 
unacceptable and they disagreed with the mere pursuit of physical pleasure without 
the feeling and foundation of love. 
？ ? ？ One-Ni2htSex 
If people accepted premarital sex because its basis is love, then how do people 
view one-night sex, which is supposedly without the foundation of love? David 
spoke positively about this new form of sexual affair: 
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I don't mind having one-night sex, given that both of us are in a good timing and take the 
necessary precaution. It will be a bonus if he happens to be handsome. . . . Sex is just a 
basic need and it is my personal right. . . . I am not breaking the law or doing anything 
harmful to society. (David, M, 23) 
Sam also accepted one-night sex because she thought that causal sex gave people 
excitement and that one needed not bear responsibility. However, most of the 
informants resisted to this "strange", "dangerous", "unhealthy" and "animalistic" kind 
of love, though they admitted that one-night sex is becoming more visible in Hong 
Kong society, in the sense that one-night sex becomes an issue for public debates and 
an increasingly common matter portrayed in TV dramas and films. Most informants 
claimed that they would not try such a relationship because they are afraid of the 
"unexpectedly" undesirable consequences. However, some of their friends, as far as 
they knew, had such experience before. Still, my informants believed that people 
having with experience in such sexual affairs would not dare tell others as it would 
spoil their image and they would be labeled with negative terms like "strange", 
"casual" and "immoral". 
3.4 Relationship among Love, Marriage and Sex 
The relationship among these three elements in premodem society was 
straightforward. Marriage was arranged for utilitarian needs such as enlarging the 
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pool of resources available to both families. Sex was confined to marriage, and love 
was an unfamiliar concept which was seldom articulated but could gradually develop 
between the couple as time went on. 
In the modem era, the mindset and practices of the people are different, in the 
sense that romantic love becomes a prerequisite for marriage (Singer, 1984). Love 
changes to be the core substance of a relationship and love marriage becomes a 
taken-for-granted norm. The private realm of love, in the modem sense, is 
rationalized and institutionalized under the notion of marriage and the family. The 
broader sense of love is feminized and becomes a valuable resource in the family, 
contrasting with the cruel and competitive workplace and public domain, and 
sequentially sexuality is still intrinsically intertwined and legitimized with marriage. 
Our everyday experience in society nowadays tells us that there is a tendency for 
love to be taken out from the institution of marriage again because people now 
express love in various forms, such as cohabitation, which is unrelated to the 
institution of marriage and the family. The declining reliance of love on marriage as 
a legitimate form of expression of love and a determinant of one's social and 
economic status can be accounted for by social changes such as the breakdown of 
kinship, separation of the family from economic production units, increasing 
importance of achievement in determining one's status, increasing economic 
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independence of women, narrowing gender inequality, and higher level of social and 
geographical mobility (Bulcroft et al., 2000), some of which have been briefly 
discussed above. 
However, as the research findings told us, the link between love and marriage 
has not changed much. What has changed primarily is the ideology of love from 
"marriages should be arranged" in premodem times to "marriages should be based on 
love，，in modem and late modem times (Henrick and Henrick, 1992). This change in 
discourse was also noted by my informants, who still valued the "intrinsic" 
relationship between love and marriage, though cohabitation has become more widely 
accepted. Yet, findings revealed that informants did have very different 
understandings of the relationship between "marriage and sex" and "love and sex". 
Particularly, they tended to think that the linkage between marriage and sex has been 
loosened and that between love and sex has been loosening, as shown by their views 
towards premarital sex and one-night sex as mentioned earlier. 
When asked directly about their views on the relationship between love and sex, 
more than half of the informants thought that sex is inseparable with love, in the sense 
that love as an emotional bond is independent of sex, but sex must be based upon love. 
Separating sex from love is like mentally impaired person without soul; love and sex 
must go hand in hand to complement each other. That is why informants are 
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generally are more receptive to premarital sex than one-night sex. Still, the 
boundary between love and sex has somewhat blurred. Likewise, we gradually 
notice the blurring of boundaries between "marriage and love" and "marriage and 
sex", in terms of marital infidelity acts like extramarital affairs. 
Most of my informants thought negatively about extramarital love and 
extramarital sex, regarding it as irresponsible, immoral and disrespectful. Research 
findings from HKFYG (2003) also show that about 77% of the respondents found 
extramarital affair unacceptable. However, some of my informant thought such 
extramarital affairs are inevitable. For instance, Wah put it thus: 
It is sometimes difficult to avoid [extramarital affairs]; it depends on the ability to control 
oneself. . . . There's no absolutism in this world; you can't deny the possibility of its 
occurrence You never know when you will meet the one you love most. (Wah, M, 24). 
The view put forward by Wah makes the relationship between marriage and love 
seemingly paradoxical. On the one hand, people marry the one whom they love, so 
marriage and love is closely related. On the other hand, after marriage, people may 
find another person whom they love more, so love is no longer the basis for the prior 
marriage relationship. People in an extramarital affair love each other but may not 
get married. The linkage between marriage and love seems to be shaken. 
However, when we analyze the relationship carefully, this may not be 
paradoxical if we realize that love, in the postmodern sense, denotes a time limit and 
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can be non-exclusive. Our love for another person may cease after a period of time. 
We may also love more than one person at the same time. Not only have love 
relationships become short-lived affairs, but the nature of love has also become 
fragmented. As reflected from the findings of my study, we cannot state that love, 
marriage and sex are totally irrelevant to each other, but we can be sure that the 
boundaries among the three concepts have blurred. Love in late-modem society is 
now decentered and can be separated from other concepts to which love was 
originally thought to be intrinsically attached. 
We may also infer from the findings that people with different backgrounds 
generally have different understandings of the relationship among the three concepts, 
and thus different conceptions of love. In late-modem society in which institutional 
constraints and norms on mate selection are reduced, the quest for individuality is 
emphasized, and the secularization of religion is set in motion, people may be more 
inclined to pursue relationships on and off that are novel, instant and short-lived. 
As we are now less able to recognize the limit and boundaries of love, so the 
argument of "democratization of intimacy" proposed by Giddens amounts to 
"disappointment of love" (Evans, 2003). It is increasingly likely for us to observe 
the upheavals and chaos in the private realm, which is the observed empirical paradox 
I attempt to resolve in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Paradox Resolved?! 
4.1 Understanding and Resolving the Paradox 
An important purpose of this study on people's conception of love is to attempt 
to understand and resolve an observed paradox. Though love in the private realm is 
conventionally regarded as a source of support and emotional asylum, soaring divorce 
figures and empirical observations show us that love relationships are far more 
unstable, problematic and uncertain than we expect. Love becomes a source of 
mischief and trouble. People may even commit suicide because of unsuccessful love 
relationships. 
As Dowd and Pallotta (2000) maintained, "rationalization and demystification of 
the world has not been contained within the public sphere of commerce and contracts 
but has moved inexorably into the private realms of love and intimacy". In this 
chapter, we shall examine the role played by rationality to try resolve, or at least shed 
light on the empirical paradox. 
As revealed via the dialogues with my informants, it is found that the rational 
mindset prevalent in the public domain also applies to or even encroaches on the 
private domain now. People now normally behave rationally in love encounters and 
in relationship maintenance. One indication of how rationality governs daily love 
encounters is the power relationship between the lovers. Shan, for instance, 
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maintained that she would not disclose too much about herself at the initial stage of 
the relationship with her boy-friend: 
You do not know the card in his hand. . . . You never know when he is speaking the 
truth. . . . I may get hurt if I disclose too much about myself to him. It's the only way to 
protect myself. . . . Love is like a power relationship. You have to be cautious in 
self-disclosure if you want to win, or at least not to be subordinated. (Shan, F, 23) 
To Shan, love is like a "power relationship" or even "power struggle". If one has to 
win or to gain a dominating position in the relationship, one has to be alert in every 
step taken. Indeed, it is a very rational and calculative way of thinking prevailing in 
the public world. 
Leo, who has been disheartened in the past three relationships, said that he would 
not invest too much emotion and energy in a new relationship at the beginning 
because he was afraid of its abrupt ending: 
The break-up of the past three love relationships，which were all proposed by my 
girlfriends, was a great blow to me. . . . The reason was perhaps I was devoted 
wholeheartedly to the relationships. I used to accommodate myself to them; I did 
everything they requested. . . . But it turned out that it was not a reciprocal relationship. 
It's not worthwhile. (Leo, M, 16) 
Leo is only a 16-year-old boy, but he was so disappointed with the non-reciprocal love 
relationships experienced before that he became more rational and calculative in the 
love relationships thereafter. 
Likewise, Amy also had similar opinions: 
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I will not be devoted too much to a relationship, because you will never know how your 
partner will treat you. There is no guarantee in this world. Things will change. I used 
to treat my boyfriend well, but this was not a reciprocal relationship. I have sacrificed too 
much for him. (Amy, F, 20) 
Another informant, Suen, shared her experience with me, which once again 
indicated how the rational mindset plays a role in affecting love affairs: 
My boyfriend is a Taiwanese. . . . I moved to Taiwan to stay with him after graduation 
though I sacrificed many things in Hong Kong, including my family, my friends and my 
career. . . . I have asked him repeatedly to live in Hong Kong with me, just for a few years. 
Unexpectedly, he declined. . . . I have done a lot for him, but I could not get what I wanted 
in return. (Suen, F, 23) 
Though Suen was still engaging in the relationship with her Taiwanese boyfriend, she 
felt disappointed and dissatisfied because what she got did not match what she paid. 
The grand narrative "love is unconditional" no longer applies. Instead, rational 
calculation has permeated the private realm. 
When asked whether they would sacrifice for love, most informants thought it 
was irrational and even not worthwhile. Roy's view was as follows: 
You mean committing suicide? Impossible! I have never thought of sacrificing my life 
for my parents so far, not to mention my lover! I will not sacrifice my life for love. 
Never! It's stupid and not worth anything. Isn't it? (Roy, M, 20) 
Rationality is indeed very much in the informants' approach to love affairs. 
Most of them used the term "contract" to describe marriage and one even used the 
idea of "opportunity cost" to explain the monetary and time cost incurred in getting to 
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know a person. These rational ways of thinking have in fact changed the outlook on 
love relationships and people's behaviors in the pursuit of love. People nowadays 
even use money value to measure love. More than half of the informants regarded 
money as important to love relationships, though it may not be the most important 
substance in holding the relationship together. Cecilia had this to say: 
I think partners can be happy together even without much money as long as they have the 
same understanding or make compromises on this issue! But of course, life will be more 
firuitfiil and we can have more different explorations if we have more money. (Cecilia, F, 
20) 
Particularly, informants thought that the importance of money depends greatly on 
the stage of courtship and the age of the partners. For young couple, some tiny gifts 
may help express one's love but money and materials become far more important 
when one grows up. Wah explained: 
All my ex-girlfriends were students and money didn't mean too much to us at that time. 
Even candies or teddy bears would be good enough to please my girlfriends. However, I 
guess it would be different if I am dating a girl at work. It may take a lot of tangibles, 
such as money and material comfort, to make our relationship work. I may be spending a 
great deal of my income on flowers, luxurious goods and expensive restaurants.. . . Money 
then plays a great part here. (Wah, M, 24) 
The growing importance of money to love relationships is also recognized by Yuen: 
I did not think money is so important when I was in secondary school, but I notice its 
increasing importance when I grow up. We work so hard every day to improve our lives. 
If I can get married with a man who is economically better-off, life would be less torturing 
and more colorful. (Yuen, F, 24) 
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Similarly, as Amy indicated: 
People work very hard from day to day. What they strive for is, of course, money! So, if 
you can marry a pretty rich man, then your and your parents' life will be much better off. 
You don't even have to worry m u c h . … I don't mind if he is not so good-looking. (Amy, F, 
20) 
It seemed to us that rationality has played a part in changing the nature of 
intimate relationships. Yet, as shown by the views given by the informants, 
instrumental rationality, in particular, was the crux of the paradox, accounting for the 
chaos in the private realm. 
4.2 The Crux - Instrumental Rationality 
Max Weber (1947) distinguished between two types of rationality, namely, value 
rationality and instrumental rationality. Value rationality is the quest for valued 
goals, irrespective of means and consequences. On the contrary, instrumental 
rationality implies the quest for the most efficient and cost-effective ways to achieve 
desired ends. The spirit of "instrumental rationality" is clearly manifested in the 
rational choice theory proposed by Coleman (1990). The theory assumes that every 
individual act is a rational attempt guided by instrumental reasons. Individuals 
always calculate rationally the potential costs and benefits of a given action and then 
use the best means to achieve the best ends. 
Applying such a rational logic of thinking, individuals may decide to engage in a 
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courting relationship because they believe that the potential benefits obtained from the 
relationship outweigh the potential costs incurred. That becomes the "mate selection 
criterion", as the research findings also revealed. 
Informants were asked about their mate selection criteria, which include physical 
qualities, education level, age，income and personality attributes. All informants 
thought that personality attributes of their partners are the most important criterion. 
Physical qualities were only ranked as second or even lower. The informants 
reckoned that they can get along with their partners peacefully and happily if they 
have similar values and personality attributes. Endorsing similar values enables the 
couple to communicate better. It is indeed a very rational choice. No wonder 
Dowd and Pallotta (2000) also had the same argument: 
In the spirit of our times, we approach the matter of mate selection with an eye toward 
compatibility of interests and beliefs, economic potential, health prospects, and other 
similar concerns. We think of love, in other words, as a significant undertaking, an 
investment in our future well-being that must be approached carefully and rationally. 
The selection of a right mate has indeed become an important and strategic 
undertaking in our times. Influenced by the instrumental mindset, people may be far 
more cautious in the mate selection process, taking especially the "use value" of the 
potential partners into consideration. As one informant, Niki, once said, "Love is 
like a sort of mutual exchange... an exchange for care, tangible things or even power. 
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The relationship ends whenever such exchanges are no longer available." This may 
be a case for Daniel, whose ex-girlfriend broke up with him simply because she met 
someone who was wealthier, 
I broke up with my ex-girlfriend about a year ago because she started another relationship 
with someone else. That boy was pretty talented and, most importantly, wealthy. My 
ex-girlfriend frankly told me that what I could not offer is material comfort~I did not have 
cars—perhaps I could not give her a sense of prestige. (Daniel, M, 21) 
The relationship between Daniel and his ex-girlfriend was short-lived, lasting about 
half a year. Even worse, one of my informants working in the business sector 
disclosed that the choice of a mate depends on the "use value" to one's career. As 
Yuen frankly told me: 
Life changes after you have entered into the workplace. Your value may be affected by 
co-workers. There are lots of calculations, including those with your lovers. . . . One of 
my university fellows dated with a senior manager of our company, who is ten years older 
then her. . . . She is now well-treated by many of our colleagues. . . . I suppose she will 
soon be promoted to a higher rank. . . . Love seems to be a tool for her. What a pity! 
(Yuen, F, 24) 
Not only has the private realm of love been encroached by rationality, and 
instrumental rationality in particular, it has also been reduced to a tool in some 
people's mind. Instrumental rationality makes people far more calculative and thus 
makes romantic love short-lived (She and He, 2001). 
The above discussion shows that all informants behave rationally in love 
encounters, but to varying degrees. There is also some relationship between 
7 7 
informants' inclination to rationality and their background. Specifically, those who 
are more rational, cautious, and who treat love as instrumental tools are either 
relatively better educated, without religious background or unsuccessful in their past 
love experiences. 
The implication of the above finding is that people having the reverse attributes 
(less educated, religion-affiliated, without bad past love experiences) are less inclined 
to be calculative and to treat love as an instrument. In other words, not every person 
in the society adopts instrumental strategies to love relationships. In reality, 
instrumental rationality does not completely encroach on the private domain of every 
person's life. Nevertheless, why is the private domain still chaotic and problematic? 
The paradox has not yet been completely resolved. 
Conversations with my informants may shed some light on this question. We 
need to give attention to the intrinsic tensions arising in a courtship relationship. 
Not only is the intimate relationship made complicated by instrumental rationality, but 
the tensions arising from the love relationship and some other elements make the 
private realm of love more thorny and problematic. Every social being in our 
late-modem society needs to face the rational public domain in everyday life for 
pragmatic needs (Illouz, 1998). Thus, we have learnt to behave decently and 
properly, even in the pursuit of love. It is therefore not surprising to find that people 
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may have conflicting representations of love in mind and in real life experiences. 
Generalizing from the findings, these tensions can be classified into three 
categories, namely, (i) the tension between the quest for autonomy and the need for 
company; (ii) the tension between the rational mindset and emotional pursuit; and (iii) 
double standards towards gender equality. They will be discussed in the subsequent 
parts. 
4.3 Intrinsic Tensions 
4.3.1 Autonomy vs. Company 
To many of my informants, love is important because the romantic relationship 
confirm their existence and value as a person. They treasure the intimate and 
interdependent relationship with their partners. However, even though the 
informants were engaging in love relationships with their partners, they strongly 
maintained the need to uphold their individuality, privacy and autonomy. Roy 
stressed: "I love him, but still I need privacy. . . . I will not share every bit of my life 
with my partner. I prefer reserving a part only to my own self." (Roy, M, 20). 
Besides emphasizing the need for privacy, the informants also want their partners 
to be independent. As Wing maintained: 
7 9 
If I am in love with a person, I suppose I will not, and should not, totally lose myself and 
my personality. I can still keep contact with my friends, and have my own career and 
interests, which may be different from his. I expect him to do the s a m e . . . . He should be 
independent and have his privacy too. We are just partners, but I don't necessarily want 
two to become one. (Wing, F, 17) 
Two people may stay together in a love relationship, but they are separate 
individuals. Roy and Wing were conscious of this. Romanticized by the idea of 
individualism, people nowadays are more aware of the sense of self and the need to be 
an autonomous person. Even in the sacred form of marriage relationship, people 
only "wed" to keep separate individuality in joint endeavors, instead of merging 
together which purges individuality. In this regard, love serves as "a means of 
overcoming isolation of individuality to form a union" (Singer, 1984). 
Although people want to be autonomous, mutually dependent relationships are 
also equally desirable. Companionship, in the form of marriage, is valued by Yuen: 
Marriage is important. . . simply because I am afraid of loneliness, especially in the later 
half of my life. Our parents will get old and our friends will probably have fami l i e s . . . . 
It will be better if I have someone to lean on and to share with. (Yuen, F, 24) 
This desire to be united with another person is mentioned in Aristophanes' 
speech in the “Symposium，，about love saying that the divine division of humans into 
halves is the origin of absence and desire (Hix, 1995). The feeling of absence, 
according to Plato, motivates people to seek the other half and finally to be "rolled 
into one" {ibid.). Perhaps the concept of "rolling into one" may not be agreeable to 
8 0 
my informants, but the need for physical, emotional and spiritual companionship is 
evident. However, the seemingly contradiction between autonomy and company 
may bring about distress, if not conflicts. Cecilia shared her experience thus: 
My boyfriend used to decide everything for me. . . . But I am not a child; I want to make 
my own decisions. I want to be free. I have talked to him many times. . . . It's no use. 
He was a man with male chauvinism. . . . I thought I could be free only if I left h i m . . . . 
Unexpectedly, I could feel the emotional emptiness after I left him. . . . We then stayed 
together again for several more months. (Cecilia, F, 20) 
Cecilia was in such a contradictory situation, and found it hard to strike a balance 
between autonomy and company, thereby experiencing a lot of ups and downs in her 
love relationships. This reveals that though people may be disheartened after a 
series of unsuccessful love relationships, and though they know the importance of 
caution in mate selection, they may still continue to "form new friendships and to seek 
intimate ties with other human beings" (Dowd and Pallotta, 2000). The reveals the 
fact that company, in physical and spiritual terms alike, is important to human beings. 
4.3.2 Rational Mindset vs. Emotional Pursuit 
Besides the possible conflicts generated by the choice over the quest for 
autonomy and the need for companionship, it is also found that a discrepancy exists 
between the rational mindset and emotional pursuit. Such a discrepancy is found 
when in informants' views on the "love-at-first-sight" kind of falling in love. "Love 
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at first sight" was commonly regarded as romantic and idealistic by most of the 
informants, irrespective of their background and sexual orientation. For instance, 
Ken put it this way: 
I don't believe in love-at-first-sight; it is somewhat biological and dramatized. I guess the 
relationship may not be long-lasting, but is like sparkles. . . . 1 may just be attracted by her 
physical appearance and have the feeling of 'what a crush!'. . . . It really takes time to 
understand one another... . Love at first sight is not preferred. (Ken, M, 25) 
In a very rational manner. Ken was aware of the romanticized portrayal of 
love-at-first-sight kind of love in dramas and fictions. He thought it was unrealistic 
and thus not preferred. When asked about his mate selection criteria, he frankly 
admitted that physical appearance should not be the first criterion in mate selection. 
He emphasized the need to understand the person by trying to get along with him or 
her. However, when the question was rephrased, Ken agreed that love at first sight 
was really romantic and he might engage in such a relationship if all social and 
practical constraints were lifted. 
When asked about their preference for passion or stability in love relationships, 
most informants found it hard to choose either and to strike a balance between rational 
needs and emotional needs. David rendered his view: 
Both passion and stability are equally desirable to me. Passion needs to be satisfied, 
especially when one is still young. It is just a kind of biological need such as the need to 
fill the stomach when you are hungry. . . . But having a stable relationship should be a 
life-long choice for we have to settle down and lead our lives. . . . It is difficult to choose. 
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(David, M, 23) 
Further, the discrepancy between the rational and pragmatic organization of our 
everyday lives and the pursuit of emotional needs can also be found when choosing 
one's partner. Amy unconsciously showed the internal contradiction from her 
sharing that on the one hand she preferred having a smart and confident partner who 
can take good care of her. Yet, on the other hand, she was afraid that a smart partner 
may take a dominant position in the relationship. She was really in a dilemma. 
Some more examples to depict the discrepancy are that informants were 
sometimes too cautious in disclosing themselves to their partners. They may think 
twice and may weigh the potential cost and benefit of the step they planned to take. 
They may be aware that self-disclosure implies being vulnerable to others power 
which, in turn, affects their self-concept (Hendrick and Hendrick, 1992). That is 
why some of my informants stated that they would not disclose too much about 
themselves, like what they thought and what they expected, at the beginning of their 
relationships. However, the informants may feel somewhat sad and find it tiring 
because, as Daniel thought, "there are too many calculations" and "the nature of love 
changes and even deteriorates." (Daniel, M, 21) 
Sometimes, informants may seem to act less rationally. When I asked them 
whether they would date or have love relationships with those who are less educated 
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and earn less than they do, Shan stated: 
I will be with him as long as I love him. I don't mind if he earns less than me or doesn't 
get as much education as I do. You know, I should be living on my own feet! Or I guess 
I just want to date someone I fancy at this stage, instead of committing to a long-term 
relationship. So, I will just go ahead at this moment. (Shan, F, 23) 
In patriarchal Hong Kong society, it is still normally expected that men should 
have higher social footing and higher income than women, though such social 
expectations seem to have been shaken and changing. Though Shan does not mind 
dating someone who is less educated and who earns less than her, she does not want 
"committing to a long-term relationship", implying that if she has to choose a 
marriageable partner rationally, that person is probably not the best and the most ideal. 
The need for making rational decisions and the need for instinctive and purely 
emotional pursuit are therefore sometimes incompatible. 
4.3.3 Double Standard for Gender Equality 
Finally, let us take a look at some gender issues. On the question of gender 
equality, 17 informants agreed that men and women should have equal footing. Only 
one female and two male informants thought gender equality is impossible, and they 
did not envision equal status between men and women. One reason rendered by 
them is that gender inequality is a structural problem because of biological differences 
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and thus can never be eliminated. Most informants were aware of the existing 
unequal footing between men and women in society, and they tended to support a 
more equal and liberating gender relationship. 
Gender equality is a "slogan" or an ideology receiving much attention in our 
society nowadays. Women are increasingly aware of their standing relative to men's. 
Many female informants were also more conscious of their rights and their abilities. 
Yuen maintained: 
I think men and women should have equal footing in society and I strongly uphold this 
principle {of gender equality^. We girls should not depend on men. We can be 
economically independent. (Yuen, F, 24). 
Moreover, it was also interesting that some informants had a double standard for 
men and women. They welcomed gender equality when I asked the question directly. 
However, if I rephrased the question concerning gender equality in a different manner 
or asked the question subtly in another context, the same informants gave me a 
different answer unconsciously! For example, when I asked Wing whether she 
thought there should be gender equality, her answer was positive. Nevertheless, she 
told me that she perceived men and women differently if they engaged in extramarital 
affairs and the act of one-night sex. She also believed that women should rely on 
men economically when I asked what she thought of the significance of marriage. 
Apparently, the informants tended to give "model" answers that they think are socially 
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appropriate and acceptable. However, they may have different opinions at the 
bottom of their hearts, which are difficult to uncover. 
Another informant, Cecilia, explicitly supported gender equality by saying that 
"men and women should have equal footing in society," and that "we should treat 
both genders alike." (Cecilia, F, 20). However, when questions concerning her mate 
selection criteria were raised, she responded differently and some of her answers 
seemed to contradict what she said previously. For instance, when asked about the 
education level of her ideal mate, she maintained: 
At least he should have a bachelor degree. The reason is simple—a discrepancy in education 
level shall be an obstacle to effective communication. . . . It will of course be better if he is better 
educated than me, but I can't stand it the other way round! (Cecilia, F, 20) 
Though she admitted that she welcomed gender equality, Cecilia's response 
implicitly denoted gender inequality. Why must men be necessarily more superior to 
women, if both genders are assessed according to their ability? Cecilia's response 
brought out an interesting issue concerning the discrepancy between the informants' 
attitudes and behaviors. It seems that informants may have some "model" or 
"socially-expected" answers for some sensitive questions, such as the one concerning 
gender equality. Sometimes, they tried to be consistent in the attitudes and behaviors 
demonstrated. Nevertheless, when they were not cautious enough, or when the issue 
was presented in another manner, they gave seemingly different answers. 
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One last observation from the findings is, therefore, that there exists a 
discrepancy between people's attitudes and their behaviors, resulting in a series of 
conflicting representations in their everyday encounters. Apparently, people behave 
decently and try to manage their emotions well. Yet, they really want to behave 
ideally in another version of self. 
As revealed from the research findings, my informants are much open in 
attitudes but they are rather conservative in behaviors. For example, when asked 
about their receptiveness to different forms of relationships like homosexuality and 
wang nian lian, many of them claimed that they found these relationships acceptable. 
However, when I probed further and questioned whether they would be equally 
receptive if their family members or they themselves are homosexuals or engaging in 
wang nian lian, nearly most of them told me frankly that they could not accept such 
facts. 
These intrinsic tensions that my informants generally had, together with the 
concept of instrumental rationality discussed above, may well explain why love 
relationships became more thorny and problematic. Yet, the private realm is made 
even more unstable with the popularity of the cyberspace as a medium for instant 
emotional and sexual encounters. The new form of cyber-affairs and its 
destabilizing effects will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Cyber-affairs 
5.1 Cyberspace 
Late-modem information society is signified by the use of symbols to construct 
self-identity, the explosion of information owing to the emergence of novel 
communication channels, and risk as the core element of social configuration. The 
conceptualization of the "postmodern conception of love" should therefore take these 
specific structural and cultural changes into consideration. 
The advent of the information age has drastically revolutionized inter-personal 
and social interactions by bringing in a novel vehicle for communication—the 
Internet—which has gained ever-increasing importance in everyday life. We can now 
conveniently get in touch with and even have "face-to-face conversation" with 
relatives and friends, who live far from us, in cyberspace by a click of the mouse or 
keyboard, or using the webcam. To a certain extent, cyberspace is comparable to 
other means of communication, such as letters, telegrams and telephones, which are 
used to reduce physical barriers and spatial limitations (Ben-Ze'ev, 2004). What is 
unique and advantageous about cyberspace is its simultaneity, interactiveness, 
convenience and accessibility. 
Not only does the Internet revolutionize our social encounters, it also provides 
people a safe and convenient way to explore new fantasy (Mark Griffiths, 1999). 
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Particularly, interactive cyberspace, incorporating psychological and social space, 
becomes a new medium for romantic encounters. It provides an easily accessible 
platform for social activities and for meeting a larger pool of potentially eligible 
partners. In this way, it changes conventional ways of falling in love and has a 
profound impact on the extent and nature of romantic love and sexual relationships 
(Ben-Ze'ev, 2004). A new type of romantic relationship may have emerged. 
Conventionally, people get to know each other in person and may thereafter 
develop friendship or intimate relationship in a gradual and sequential fashion. They 
maintain the relationship mainly via face-to-face interaction, supplemented by 
telephoning and correspondence. Nevertheless, the prevalence of electronic 
communication, especially the Internet, makes everyone globally and virtually 
connected. With this compression of time and space, people can get in touch with 
anyone anywhere instantly without even getting out of their homes. 
In this connection, the recently invented concept "cyber-affair" or "virtual affair" 
comes into light to convey the novel form of romantic courtship affairs or sexual 
relationship initiated through online contacts and maintained predominately via 
electronic conversations, such as emails, instant messengers and chat rooms (Mark 
Griffiths，1999; Young, 1999). People engaging in this type of love relationship 
enjoy emotional immediacy in a temporal sense even though they are physically apart 
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or do not know each other in real life. This paradoxical nature of online relationship 
is expressed by the term "detached attachment", as people are physically detached yet 
emotionally attached (Ben-Ze'ev, 2004). 
Precisely, the term "cyber-affair" is further divided into two concepts in the 
present dissertation—cyberlove and cybersex—for the sake of analysis to capture the 
novel manifestations of love relationships. Cyberlove refers to the feeling of 
affection and the love relationship between two people, possibly acquaintances, in 
cyberspace. The idea of cyberlove might be beyond the imagination of people living 
in a poorly connected developing world or in the past. Yet, this novel term has been 
gaining much popularity in Hong Kong，especially among the technologically literate 
young people. Cybersex refers to the behavior of swapping text-based sex fantasies 
and engaging in mutual erotic dialogues among online users (Mark Griffiths, 1999). 
Love relationships initiated and maintained via this new communication tool 
have rarely been included in the study of love, especially in conceptualizing love. A 
gap between theory and the empirical world as we know it intrigues me so much that I 
need to examine the idea of love endorsed by people in the information era and to 
analyze how it differs from the traditional and modem conceptions of love discussed 
in Chapter Two. 
Previous research on this novel way of encounter is not scanty. The themes of 
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cyber-affairs, cyberlove and cybersex have captured the attention of scholars, such as 
Ben-Ze'ev (2004)，Collins (1999)，Griffiths (1999, 2004)，Janis Wolak et. al. (2002) 
and Young (1999). Yet, the focus of their research is only quantitative, or explaining 
the causal relationship between variables, instead of relating to the broader conception 
of love. In this chapter, I try to address the questions "What are Hong Kong young 
people's views on cyber-affairs?" and "In what ways does cyberspace change their 
attitudes and behaviors concerning love?” In so doing, I try to argue that cyberspace 
provides a new dimension for us to understand and analyze the conception of love 
endorsed by contemporary people, constituting a unique feature of the postmodern 
conception of love. 
A New Medium for Love Encounters 
The Internet, as a communication channel, is qualitatively the same as traditional 
means for providing new meeting places for people to get to know each other, such as 
matchmaking. All 20 informants have the habit of surfing the Internet. They have 
all come across some websites and message boards concerning the topic of love. 
Some of them even tried to know acquaintances via the Internet. One informant, 
Mark, shared his experience with me: 
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I have met acquaintances via the Internet. It's a normal way to meet friends, isn't it? I 
first met them via ICQ (an instant messenger for communication) by random chat. We 
chatted for some time and then decided to meet each other offline. Of course, I dated 
them at some bustling places for safety's sake . . . . I think the Internet provides an excellent 
channel for us to meet people with similar interests and backgrounds. . . . Talking with 
people on the Internet is far more comfortable than doing it face-to-face, especially with 
those whom you do not know personally. (Mark, M, 22) 
Mark is among the minority of informants who speak positively about meeting 
acquaintances, who may then become friends, on the Internet. When asked about the 
reasons for so doing, he further explained: 
You know, some people may be too shy to make friends with others in reality. The 
Internet allows them to broaden their social networks and boost their confidence. People 
can meet each other in a less embarrassing way. The Internet is fantastic! (Mark, M, 22) 
The Internet does not only provide a novel communication channel for meeting 
friends, but also for meeting potential partners. Another informant, Suen, met her 
boyfriend via the Internet: 
The Internet is a miracle to me. You know what, I met my present boyfriend via the 
Internet! He is a Taiwanese and we met each other via ICQ. . . . I remembered he wanted 
to know something about Hong Kong that time and he searched via ICQ to find someone to 
talk to. I was that someone! We then kept chatting, and exchanging our contact details 
and photos. Four months later, he visited Hong Kong and that was the first time we 
m e t . . . . We have been together for nearly three years. (Suen, F, 23) 
Some other informants, however, have contrasting attitudes towards using the 
Internet as a channel to meet potential partners. Wah, one of the opponents to the 
idea, explained his concerns: 
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There is nothing real on the Internet. Why bother wasting my time to chat and find out 
with whom I am talking? People always lie! Perhaps I just flirt with a person of the 
same sex as myself. How awful it is! I don't think I can make friends with 
acquaintances on the Internet, not to mention finding partners! I don't want to be 
disappointed. (Wah, M, 24) 
Like Wah, 14 other informants are suspicious of the trustworthiness of people 
with whom they talk on the Internet. Ironically, 13 out of 15 of them have actually 
chatted with acquaintances on the Internet, and seven of them have met those 
acquaintances offline. It seems people sometimes act differently from what they 
think, which is a phenomenon discussed in the previous chapter. So, what is so 
special about cyberspace? 
Cyberspace is stimulating probably because of the anonymity it guarantees 
(Young 1999; Janis Wolak et. al., 2002; Ben-Ze'ev, 2004). Anonymity is a distinct 
feature contrasting the Internet with other existing forms of communication channels 
for social interaction, contributing to the attractiveness of addictive online 
relationships. Cyberspace does not only serve as a channel for encountering 
acquaintances and potential partners, but also a context for romantic courtship affairs. 
The social context in which love is originally embedded has extended to the virtual 
world with the help of the Internet. 
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5.3 Cyber-affairs—Cvberlove and Cvbersex 
5.3.1 Cvberlove 
Cyberlove is an online romantic affair. Griffiths (1999) has distinguished three 
different types of online relationships. The first type is purely virtual, in the sense 
that the people involved, who may have real-life partners, have not met each other in 
reality and they just confine their physically distant, emotionally intimate yet 
anonymous relationship to cyberspace. The relationship is therefore short-lived but 
maintained as long as both parties are satisfied with such a relationship. 
The second type involves people who escalate their relationship online but 
eventually develop and maintain their relationship in real life. After that, they will 
spend more time in the actual world than the virtual world. The third type of 
relationship, in contrast to the second type, refers to those who meet in real life but 
then maintain their relationship in virtual space. 
Only the first type of online relationship, signifying "detached intimacy" in the 
sense that they have no physical contact, will be the focus here because it is the only 
relationship that does not involve real life face-to-face interaction, and will never 
develop into a real offline relationship. The other two types only treat cyberspace as 
a medium for encountering potential partners. 
Most informants have heard about terms such as "cyberlove" and "cybersex", but 
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only a few of them have tried these cyber-affairs before. Informants generally have 
skeptical views on cyberlove. David held a strong view: 
I have heard about it before, but I think it's nonsense and unimaginable. It depends only 
on one's imagination; but human relationships cannot be reduced to merely words and 
symbols . . . . I am not motivated to try this because I am definitely not satisfied with such 
a virtual relationship. It's fine if it is just a prelude to real-life love affair. I prefer 
speed-dating instead. (David, M, 23) 
Shan doubted the meaning of "cyberlove" by referring to her own understanding 
of love: 
I don't think that there's real love on the Internet. It is pathological for people to engage 
in this kind of virtual love affairs. Real love should include physical interaction and 
spiritual exchange. Love relationship on the Internet lacks foundation and commitment. 
(Shan, F, 23) 
Wah thought that cyberlove is a game played mostly by the teenagers: 
Teenagers or those who lack self-confidence may have interest in this kind of game. I 
think it is unrealistic and disgusting, so I will never try it. (Wah, M, 24) 
Wah's observation was to a certain extent correct because those informants who 
admitted having tried cyberlove are teenagers. BB shared her online love experience 
with me: 
Cyberlove? Yes, I have been playing i t . . . . I have had five online boy friends at one time! 
We don't know each other and haven't met in real life, but we use intimate words to call 
each other, such as "husband", "honey" and "babe" etc. . . . The most attractive thing about 
cyberlove is the mystery it gives me. I can imagine what he looks like. . . . I will think of 
"him" sometimes. . . . I also share my secrets with him. (BB, F, 16) 
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As she admitted, BB had five online boyfriends at the same time. This seems 
ridiculous at the first glance. Yet, this may be a common practice for people having 
love relationships in cyberspace, where all social norms are lifted. What is 
especially attractive about cyberlove should be the room for imagination it gives to 
the people involved. The source of satisfaction or excitement is the consumption of 
symbols, like "my dear", “I love you" and "babe", which are all abstract, even much 
more abstract than the feeling of love. However, though the "cyber-partners" are 
strangers to her, BB disclosed secrets to them, probably because of the perceived 
anonymity cyberspace guaranteed. It confirms Griffiths' (1999) point that online 
users open up more quickly and "reveal themselves emotionally much faster in offline 
world". 
Another teenager, Sam, considered cyberlove as a kind of game and found it 
satisfactory just keeping the relationship online: 
I don't think, and don't expect, that we will develop into an offline relationship. I prefer 
keeping it as it is now. It's like a kind of game. Why bother taking it seriously? Many 
of my friends have their online partners. You can try it too. (Sam, F, 17) 
Obviously, the mechanism to maintain the relationship seemed to be one's willingness 
instead of the feeling of love. That being the case，do these people really feel a sense 
of love via "playing" cyberlove? Or, is cyberlove a kind of love? 
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5.3.2 Cvbersex 
We may answer definitely whether cyberlove is a kind of love; then, is cybersex, 
an online erotic affair，a kind of sex? The answer must be obvious. Though people 
in late-modem society can have sex with acquaintances, like one-night sex, it is still 
conceptualized as an act that requires the physical presence of two individuals. What 
then, does cybersex really mean to informants? In addition, what are their views on 
the fancy term "cybersex"? 
Though most of my informants have heard about cybersex, a lot of them have not 
or do not want to try it. Though David was skeptical of cyberlove, he welcomed the 
practice of cybersex, "Cybersex is no big deal. It's sort of like a game—for fiin, for 
fantasizing but without emotional involvement. It's like reading pornography, but in 
an interactive manner." (David, M, 23). 
Shan, on the contrary, had a negative feeling about cybersex. She thought it 
was a kind of pathology and questioned why people would be satisfied by engaging in 
cybersex but not doing it in real life: 
It's unbelievable, nonsense, nauseous and even animalistic. This act [cybersex] reduces 
sex to merely biological activities and it's offensive women's dignity. . . . I just cannot 
imagine why people can get satisfaction by only typing words? They are even worse than 
those who engage in one-night sex. (Shan, F, 23) 
When asked how she would react to all those unwanted sexual solicitations, Shan 
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added: 
I have received flirting messages a few times soliciting cybersex for, but I just ignored 
them. • . . What a waste of time! I don't think it is exciting I don't want to flirt with 
strangers. Even worse, I may have intimate sexual dialogues with a person of the same 
sex as mine. How awful it is! (Shan, F, 23) 
In fact, male informants are more receptive to the idea of cybersex. This 
contrasts with Griffiths, (1999) argument that women tend to prefer cybersex because 
it removes social stigma. I found only one female informant, BB, who expressed 
her preference for cybersex, but she maintained that she must have it with someone 
she likes. In other words, she tends to have cybersex in the context of relationships, 
as Griffiths (1999) suggested. 
Four male informants felt the same about cybersex; two of them even honestly 
admitted that they had tried cybersex before. One of them, Dan, had these reasons 
for having cybersex with others: "It's convenient... and most importantly, 'she' does 
not know who I am." (Dan, M, 18). Anonymity is perhaps the most important 
reason for Dan to have cybersex, in the sense that he can have "a greater sense of 
perceived control over the content, tone, and nature of online sexual experience" 
(Griffiths, 1999). In fact, anonymity is the most important factor accounting for 
seductive or addictive cyber-affairs. 
What Dan has missed out is the fact that, as Schneider (2000) argued, cybersex is 
legal and inexpensive, and it is available in the privacy of one's home. Cybersex 
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may be especially well liked among disenfranchised groups like homosexuals, owing 
to the fact that there will not be any sexually transmitted diseases (Griffiths, 1999). 
Cybersex, like cyberlove, involves no physical contact. People involving in 
these relationships just exchange symbols, like words and icons. In other words, 
they are just consuming different symbols in cyberspace. There is indeed no love, at 
least with reference to our conventional understanding of love, nor sex involved. 
People just engage in the text-based virtual reality, an alternative "hyper-real" reality 
in cyberspace. Though cyberlove and cybersex involve no physical contact, they 
indeed have impacts on our "offline" relationships in the form of emotional infidelity. 
5.4 Emotional Infidelity and Effects on Offline Relationships 
With the arrival of cyberspace and the emergence of different forms of 
cyber-affairs, virtual adultery is made possible owing to the "Tripe A Engine" which 
are "accessibility, affordability and anonymity", as proposed by Cooper (1998). Are 
cyber-affairs only a kind of game? Do they influence real life face-to-face love 
relationships? 
Most of my informants would feel somewhat "betrayed" if their lovers engage in 
cyber-affairs with another person. Wah would even feel furious: 
9 9 
I definitely can't endure [my girlfriend having cyber-affairs with others] as it involves a 
third party. . . . It's too awful and she is unforgivable. . . . I don't mean to control what she 
thinks, but as it [cyber-afFair] is concerned with love and sex, it's not just her, but us. (Wah, 
M, 24) 
Another informant, Gordon, said he would be disappointed and feel disrespected 
if his girlfriend does so. "Though they do not have physical contact, it is 
intrinsically an infidel act, just different in form." (Gordon, M，23). 
Obviously, cyber-affairs are not merely games or fictional descriptions by using a 
series of symbols to provide sensual gratification, but indeed have effects on real life 
love experiences. This face-to-face real life experience is termed "offline 
relationship" in this paper, in contrast to the online relationships-cyber-affairs. 
Though the informants who said positively about cybersex or those who have 
tried it thought that cybersex is not real sex in the relevant sense and claimed that they 
had no intention to meet their cyber sex-partners in the flesh, sexual stimulation in 
fact occurs because someone is responding and reacting in real time. Cybersex is not 
the same as pornography which is more unidirectional. Cybersex, as Schneider 
(2000) reported, is a major contributing factor to separation or divorce. Does this 
online sexual compulsion really translate to or facilitate the potentially damaging 
behavior offline? How valid his argument is when it is applied to the situation in 
Hong Kong? Some insights can be obtained from the dialogues with my informants. 
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girlfriend after he was discovered to have cyber-affairs with another person repeatedly. 
Dan shared his experience: 
My third girlfriend once checked my MSN chat history with another person and discovered 
that we had attempted cybersex. . . . I tried to explain to her but she just ignored me and got 
bad-tempered.... I was also angry, you know, because she intruded into my privacy! We 
had a quarrel.. . . I did not want my autonomy to be affected, so we broke up. (Dan, M, 18) 
Though having cybersex with another person was only an indirect reason for breaking 
up with his girlfriend, Dan's case can somewhat show the effect of cyber-affairs on 
offline relationships. If there was no such thing as cyber-affairs, the quarrel might 
not have occurred and things might have been different. Another possible factor 
threatening the private realm of love may be cyberlove taking place in the virtual 
world. 
With the emergence of cyberlove, understanding of love becomes even more 
vague and "love" is more easily and readily accessible. People may doubt whether 
cyberlove can be regarded as a kind of love, but they must not deny the detrimental 
effects cyberlove may have on real life love relationships. I asked my informants 
about a hypothetical question: "How would you feel if you find that your partner 
secretly has cyberlove with someone else?" Amy would felt betrayed and question 
the motives: 
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It is not a matter of autonomy but relating to our relationship. I would feel betrayed even 
though he is not physically with another girl. . . . I would further reflect on myself to 
understand why he would do so. What is it that he can obtain from the cyber-affair that I 
cannot give him? (Amy, F, 20) 
Likewise, most of my informants would foresee the undesirable consequences brought 
about by cyber-affairs. They tended to think that having cyberlove is, in nature, like 
physically having two love relationships. Still, the younger informants in their teens 
would think that having cyber-affairs is no big deal as long as they do not meet in 
reality. That is why I mentioned in Chapter Three that some of them were 
simultaneously engaging in more than one relationship-one real life and the other(s) 
virtual, making the love relationships much complicated. 
The real impact of cyberlove may not be shown in this research because the term 
is confined to affairs occurring in cyberspace. If the term is also defined as an affair 
that extends from the virtual world to reality, treating cyberspace as a medium of love 
encounters, its effects on offline relationships will be far more unexpected and 
dramatic. 
Apart from the explanation rendered in the previous chapter that instrumental 
rationality and some intrinsic tensions are unfavorable to satisfactory and stable love 
relationships, the emergence of cyber-affairs contributes, to a certain extent, to the 
upheavals and chaos in love relationships. We may foresee the indirect, or 
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short-term comfort, excitement, convenience, anonymity, distraction and platform for 
emotional release that cyberspace provides us, it also has a destabilizing effect on our 
daily encounters, and especially on our love relationships. Therefore, some 
recognition of cyber-affairs prevalent in cyberspace is helpful for understanding and 
explaining the chaotic turnovers in love relationships. Moreover, it also sheds some 
light on how people make use of symbols, like mere text and smiley icons, to have 
emotional exchange and the feeling of love with a stranger via imagination. 
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Chapter 6: Towards a Postmodern Conception of Love 
Having attempted to understand and resolve the paradox, we can now draw the 
discussion and analysis in the previous three chapters to a close by illustrating the 
manifestations of the postmodern conception of love endorsed by young Hong Kong 
people, as revealed from the research findings, in the twenty-first century when the 
late modem society comes into being. 
6.1 Manifestations of the Postmodern Conception of Love 
6.1.1 Short-lived relationships emphasizing instant sensual gratification 
Given what my informants have said, the meaning of love is vague to them and 
short-lived relationships become more apparent. One reason for the short-lived 
relationships is the emphasis on superficial and external qualities (e.g. physical 
qualities) of the partners. Though personality was ranked the highest by my 
informants for pragmatic reasons, physical qualities were often ranked as second, 
indicating the importance of physical qualities in affecting their mate selection. It 
was even found that when all practical constraints were ignored, informants tended to 
rank physical qualities as the most important mate selection criterion. For people 
who choose their mates mainly according to physical qualities, once the external 
qualities to which they are attracted fade away, passion and love diminish accordingly, 
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resulting in relatively short-lived relationships. In addition, love relationships may 
also be short-lived owing to the playful attitudes embraced by the informants. Some 
of my informants thought love was sometimes comparable to a game of hunting for 
partners in an unforeseeable world filled with uncertainties. 
However, these short-lived relationships sometimes do not necessarily imply a 
playful kind of attitude towards love. Ironically, the experiences of my informants 
seems to show that people are indeed too serious in the quest for love so that they feel 
disappointed with some of the unsatisfactory relationships and thus eventually quit 
them. This is also noted by Bulcroft et al. (2000) that people nowadays require their 
partners to fulfill a large number of roles, such as being a good provider, super sexual 
partner, best friend and stimulating companion, which were played by many different 
people in earlier generations. The inability of the partners to fulfill such a 
demanding expectation increases the likelihood for people to consider their partners 
imperfect and inappropriate. People may leave the current relationship and 
continuously search for another "better" mate. It is thus not surprising to find that 
courting affairs tend to be short-lived, particularly when potential choices are easily 
accessible in society. 
With the emergence and the growing popularity of cyberspace, it becomes an 
accessible site to reach larger pools of partners. People nowadays consume love in 
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an unrestrained virtual world unaffected by conventional social norms and constraints. 
They can say and do whatever they like，and enjoy the emotional immediacy in a 
temporal sense even though the two partners are physically apart. Owing to the 
perceived anonymity and the accessibility of potential partners, people may have 
more than one virtual partner at the same time, experiencing different styles of love 
relationships. While informants in general disapproved of having more than one 
romantic lover simultaneously, or as the common saying goes, “yi jiao ta Hang chuan” 
(一腳踏兩船)，they tended to accept this phenomenon in cyberspace, probably 
thinking it is just a virtual game. In such an anonymous and free "social context", in 
the sense that people have social encounters and interact socially, the pursuit of instant 
emotional and sensual gratification, like bodily pleasure and feeling of novelty, is 
common in cyberspace. There may even not be any commitment between the 
cyber-lovers as the relationship may end suddenly depending on one's willingness. 
Love, which people can experience in both the physical world and the virtual world, 
has become fragmented, discontinuous and sporadic. 
Consequently, love relationships in late-modem Hong Kong society, as least as 
inferred from the experiences of the informants, are generally short-lived and people 
tend to emphasize mainly instant sensual gratifications. These short-lived 
relationships are more appropriately called, as in Illouz's (1998) distinguishable term, 
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"affairs", which characterize the multiple, fragmented, repeatable, short-lived and 
purely sensational relationships disconnected from one another in the flow of lifelong 
experiences. The same theme as described by Allan and Turner's (2000) idea of 
fragmentation of love in the postmodern sense. 
6.1.2 Pluralistic Forms of Relationships 
Postmodernism shows distrust in truth, claiming that there is no single universal 
truth in the world. In modem times, people generally believe in grand narratives. 
Yet, as shown by the sharing of my informants, they no longer adhere to and believe 
in these narratives; instead, they have their own narratives, which indeed vary from 
persons to persons. 
Particularly, the intertwining relationships and the discourses among the concepts 
of love, marriage and sex in modem society seem to have been shaken. These 
popular mainstream discourses prevalent in our society have further broken down into 
different fragmented and piecemeal discourses. Grand narratives like "love is 
sacred", "love is sacrifice", “love is unconditional" and "eternal love is the only true 
love" are also treated with skepticism. People now can construct their own 
versions of truth like "love is a game" or "love is a tool". They may not even bother 
to adopt any small narratives to refer to. 
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In late-modem society where "cohabitation", "premarital sex" and "one-night 
sex" are gaining much acceptance, a blurring of boundaries among “love, marriage 
and sex" may well be occurring. This blurring of boundaries is indeed a postmodern 
feature (Dowd and Pallotta, 2000). In talking about their perceptions of relationships 
among love, marriage and sex, informants had vague and various notions of each such 
concept. The overlapping and blurring of boundaries may be a result of social 
construction and deconstruction, which is another feature of postmodernism. 
In the past, society as a whole was homogeneous because there was only one 
dominant ideology or a dominant discourse. Deconstruction necessarily implies 
plurality and multiple truths are indeed present concurrently in different people's 
minds. A variety of different new forms and possibilities of relationships become 
more visible in our society. Many of these relationships, such as homosexuality, 
cohabitation, wang nian Han and extramarital affairs, were marginalized and viewed 
negatively in premodem and even modem times. Owing to social deconstruction 
and reconstruction, they have been refrained and articulated in different discourses. 
Some of these relationships may even be unimaginable and unprecedented in human 
history, such as cyberlove and cybersex, signifying the fact that these concepts are 
constructed socially to capture a specific social configuration in history. 
Nevertheless, they may probably change to another discourse in another time and 
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social setting. 
Deconstruction and reconstruction also imply that binary opposition in society 
may well be destabilized. The most typical example is gender. The idea of male 
domination, which is a hegemonic discourse in premodem and even modem society, 
may be challenged when a new discourse, like the ideology of gender equality, is 
constructed. In late-modem Hong Kong society, different discourses concerning 
gender relationships and gender equality exist. Particularly, new discourses 
emphasizing women empowerment are gaining popularity. 
Love relationships in the postmodern sense tend to be more equal in terms of 
general gender relations and sexual relations, representing a movement toward a more 
androgynous concept of love based on interdependence (Bulcroft et al., 2000). The 
‘ need to pursue or consume sensual gratification is not necessarily a privilege or right 
of men; women nowadays can take a more active role in the pursuit of love and sexual 
relationships, and self-identities. Therefore, the postmodern conception of love is 
marked by a more equal gender relationship. The emancipation of women from 
patriarchal society once again implies that gender ideology is only a construct and it 
may be deconstructed and reconstructed in another manner. 
However, when faced with the coexistence of various discourses and their 
conflicting representations, people may pick the one that they are more comfortable 
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with. It is not surprisingly to find, as also shown by the interviews, that people tend 
to have a double standard for men and women in terms of sex roles, social 
expectations and sexual permissiveness. Terms like "virtuous women" and "loose 
women" were adopted by informants to delineate women with reference to their 
openness in sexual encounters. However, men having causal sex with others were 
regarded as natural and normal. This sexual double standard, to a large extent, 
reveals that pluralistic discourses make our society more diversified, heterogeneous, 
especially in people's values and understandings, and complicated. 
The private realm of love seems to be becoming more democratic in the sense 
that pluralistic types of love relationships can blossom. The private realm of love 
becomes far more heterogeneous. However, this democratization in the realm of 
love also contributes to its instability, making it far more chaotic. 
6.1.3 Love as an Act of Symbolic Consumption 
For conventional social encounters, people meet physically and express their 
love towards another via socially understandable gestures, body language and spoken 
language. In some cases, they may express love via tangible things in the form of 
gifts. However, in the fancy cyberspace where no flesh-and-blood contact can be 
made between cyber-lovers, communication can only be made possible via the 
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exchange of symbols. These symbols are always in the form of texts or, more 
vividly, smiley icons. We can therefore find that people consume a series of symbols 
when they are engaging in cyber-affairs, making the act of love the consumption of 
symbols which may be inherently meaningless. However, as Allan and Turner (2000) 
maintained, people can hardly "invest their emotions in stable symbolic entities, in 
stable patterns of interaction, in social structures lodged in time and place and 
carrying with them legitimating symbols". Hence, we come across chaotic and 
unstable love relationships found in the private realm. Such chaos is much more 
significant in cyberspace. 
In fact, as revealed from this research, the expression of love is not just 
consuming a series of symbols, but love has itself become a symbol. The quest for 
love is, I argue, indeed an act of symbolic consumption. Symbolic consumption is 
an act to consume the value attached to the entity instead of the function of the entity 
per se. For instance, diamond has long been a signifier of eternal love. The value 
of the piece of diamond ring is not only adhered to its function, but more importantly 
to the meaning it embodies, which is everlasting love. People in late-modem society 
consume many symbols, one of which being love to construct a unique lifestyle, 
identity and biography on their own. Love, in the postmodern sense, in fact changes 
from the signified to be signifier. What people consume or look for actually may not 
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be the feeling of love, but they are using love to signify the lifestyles and identities 
they desire. 
As Dowd and Pallotta (2000) put it: “The essence of romance has changed and is 
in danger of losing its Utopian and transgressive properties. We shop for romance by 
packaging ourselves... This tendency is the death of romance". People in 
late-modem society not only shop for romance, in the sense that they choose the love 
relationships that suit them most; even more, they use different love relationships to 
construct a unique biography for themselves in a world fueled with risks and 
uncertainties. 
I suppose the essence of the modem conception of love should be "I think 
therefore I love," to borrow Descartes's popular phrase while that of the postmodern 
conception of love should be “1 love therefore I am". 
6.1.4 An Ideal Typical Postmodern Conception of Love 
As shown in the research findings, the postmodern conception of love is indeed a 
hybrid kind of love, with diverse manifestations. If rationality is the core of the 
modem conception of love, the core of the postmodern conception of love should be, 
to my mind, "corelessness". As described by Gordon, an informant, love is rootless 
in late-modem society, "the conception of love of Hong Kong people is rootless... 
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like snowflakes... beautiful but illusory." (Gordon, M, 23). People in our Hong 
Kong society are indeed having diverse understandings of love and pluralistic forms 
of affairs. It is difficult for us to recognize the core of this conception of love. 
If we have to construct an ideal type of the postmodern conception of love, 
cyber-affairs occurring in the virtual space is perhaps the best example. People 
engaging in cyber-affairs are unconstrained because all social boundaries, norms and 
constraints have become blurred or even removed. This postmodern conception of 
love transcends all the social boundaries that used to segregate people in society. 
People can consume instant sensual gratification and fragmented, short-lived love 
relationships. Our love relationships are maintained through symbols. Love is 
even like a code or a symbol and its meaning changes quickly. This hybrid kind of 
love is fluid and ever changing. The ideal typical postmodern conception of love 
embodies the postmodern characteristics of fragmentation, plurality, decenteredness 
and social deconstmction. 
6.2 Concluding Remarks 
It seems fair to say that all my informants in fact endorse a mixed conception of 
love. A pure conception of love (traditional, modem or postmodern) can hardly be 
found. There is noticeable interplay between the traditional, the modern, and the 
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postmodern conceptions of love. People can endorse the modem conception in one 
dimension (e.g. love as a basis for marriage) while endorsing the postmodern one in 
another dimension (e.g. love and sex can be separated). The coexistence of these 
conceptions of love in our society may well demonstrate the characteristic of plurality 
of postmodernism. It should however be noted that while the different conceptions 
of love exist simultaneously, younger informants are inclined to endorse the 
postmodern conception of love, though my informants are in fact all youngsters with 
less than ten years' age difference. Particularly, younger informants are more 
attracted by the constraint-free cyberspace for instant sensual gratification and for 
excitement. Yet, we may wonder why there is such a great difference among 
similarly aged individuals. 
Interpersonal differences in the conception of love may be due to the effects of 
social changes and social forces, which are neither uni-dimensional nor unitary. The 
process of modernization affects different people differently, which is reflected in love 
relationships (Shae and Ho, 2001). The conception of love is not a static entity but 
changes with reference to the dominating social forces. Moreover, it should also be 
noted that people living in late-modem society often react proactively to exercise their 
agency, like relying on their own cultural elements. 
Owing to the weakening of social norms and constraints in society, as shown 
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from the research findings, cultural elements help，to a certain extent, shape and 
influence people's conception of love, and serve as "a toolkit" to govern their 
behaviors (Swindler, 2001). These cultural elements include religion, TV dramas, 
films, self-help books, fictions and pop songs, to name but a few. When informants 
are faced with dilemmas, or when they do not have any norms to follow, they may use 
these elements, like cultural scripts, to guide their romantic behaviors. Thus, the 
difference in cultural elements, or sometimes the cultural capital that people have may 
account for the difference in the conception of love they endorse. 
Though a revolution in mentality and sentiment is supposed to be brought about 
by rapid structural transformations in society, changes in people's mentality and 
values always lag behind changes in the physical and socio-economic environment. 
With the progressive development of late-modem society, we may well envisage the 
growing importance and significance of the postmodern conception of love as the 
dominating conception. Yet, it should be noted that the term "postmodern" is only 
treated as an attitude. It should be made clear that a certain type of love may be 
predominating in a particular mode of society. The gradual decline in the prevalence 
and significance of premodem or modem love should not be regarded as a disaster or 
something bad. A postmodern conception of love, with its associated values, does 
not necessarily mean a demoralization of the people who endorse it. It only signifies 
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a new moral order which is deemed more appropriate in a different social setting. 
Postmodern is the condition of awareness and reflectivity (Kumar, 1995). What 
is implied in that coreless postmodern conception of love is that it is meaningless to 
quest for an ideal meaning or state of eternal love relationship because what is 
perceived to be ideal now may well become undesirable in a different social context. 
The implication and significance of the postmodern conception of love is to urge 
people not to blindly pursue a seemingly unreachable and idealistic kind of love 
relationship; instead, people should enjoy and consume what they think is worthwhile 
and create a meaningful life history in a social world engulfed by uncertainties. 
Love at the dating and courtship stage, irrespective of whether it is the 
postmodern conception, is normally considered chaotic as people are still searching 
for the right person, echoing in meaning what Beck and Beck (1995) called the 
"normal chaos of love". I argue that though love relationships are chaotic at this 
stage, the quality of the chaos should be qualitatively different from that found in the 
past epochs. This makes me wonder about the difference between the modem and 
the postmodern conceptions of love: Is there any qualitative break? 
As seen from this empirical research, the modem conception of love is 
comparable to the postmodern one in the sense that they exist within the structural 
socio-economic context of capitalism and late capitalism respectively. As we 
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observe from our everyday life, the idea of love or even ideal love is increasingly 
commodified and becomes a selling point in many different enterprises and popular 
culture productions. Commodification and commercialization of love are still taking 
place. 
Moreover, as shown from the findings, though the outlook of the postmodern 
conception of love differs from that of the modem one, both of them are still largely 
affected by the notion of rationality. For instance, people having short-lived 
relationships may be so rational that they find that their partners cannot meet their 
various expectations. Further, instrumental rationality has indeed encroached on the 
private realm, manifesting rationality to the utmost. Therefore, we may see that the 
postmodern conception of love is both the continuation and the transcendence of the 
modem conception of love. 
One last point to note is that though this empirical study helps construct and 
verify the postmodern conception of love to a certain extent, it also reveals that Hong 
Kong people nowadays tend to endorse more pessimistic, depressive, conservative 
and secularized love within the boundary of hegemonic heterosexuality and 
patriarchy. 
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6.3 Limitations and Niches for Future Studies 
It is worth pointing out that past research and studies did not attempt to 
distinguish between the traditional, modem and postmodern conceptions of love. 
The three conceptions outlined in Chapter Two are generalized from various 
literatures. Past literature on the postmodern conception of love is even scanty and 
therefore, this conceptualization, being the first attempt, is based mainly on the 
relevant literature consulted so far and this empirical study itself. Thus, the present 
conceptualization, being somewhat a grounded theory, may show only part of the real 
picture. 
The limitation of the study lies in the sampling strategies used. As convenience 
sampling by snowball sampling is adopted, the background of the informant initiated 
by the preceding informant may be similar in one way or another. Such limitation is 
presumably minimized by adding several more background characteristics of the 
informants, which would produce a more heterogeneous sample. 
Another limitation of the study is the implication for the validity of the research 
findings brought about by the Hawthorne effect. The Hawthorne effect is the 
likelihood for informants to conceal intentionally their true self and impress the 
interviewer by answering questions in an expected manner. As sensitive issues, such 
as sexual experience, were raised during the in-depth interviews, the validity of the 
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consideration. However, I tried to reduce such effect is by developing trust with the 
informants and, most importantly, rephrasing the questions when needed to find out if 
the informants were consistent in their answers. 
To examine people's conception of love in greater detail and to verify the 
theoretical significance of the proposed conception of love, further studies can try to 
design an instrument, probably a scale, for measuring people's conception of love, 
though it is difficult to operationalize and measure love with a high degree of validity. 
In addition, cross-cultural studies should be conducted to compare the conception of 
love endorsed by Hong Kong people with those found in a Western and/or an Eastern 
society so that broader socio-cultural influences can be examined. Cross-gender, 
cross-class and cross-generational studies can also be conducted to shed light on how 
these variables affect people's conception of love. It is hoped that this study will 
draw scholars' attention to this rarely explored field of love and initiate more 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































Appendix 1; Tables 
Table 2.1 Distribution of the 20 Informants in Each Stratum 
Male Female 
Lower Class 3 3 
Middle Class 4 4 
Higher Class 3 3 
Table 2.2 Distribution of the 20 Informants by Background Characteristics 
10 Male 10 Female Total 20 
Informants Informants Informants 
Heterosexual 8 Heterosexual 7 Heterosexual 15 
Sexual 
Homosexual 2 Homosexual 2 Homosexual 4 
Orientation 
Bisexual 0 Bisexual 1 Bisexual 1 
Religious Christian 3 Christian 3 Christian 6 
Background None 7 None 7 None 14 
Education Secondary 2 Secondary 3 Secondary 5 
Level University 8 University 7 University 15 
Low 3 Low 3 Low 6 
Class 
Middle 4 Middle 4 Middle 8 
Background ^igh 3 High 3 High 6 
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Appendix 1; Tables 
Table 2.3 Detailed Background Information of the 20 Informants 
Pseudo Education Religious Sexual Love 
# Age Sex SES 
Name Level Affiliation Orientation Experience 
1. David 23 M University M None Homosexual 0 
2. Shan 23 F University M None Heterosexual 1 
3. Wah 24 M University M None Heterosexual 5 
4. Gordon 23 M University L Christian Heterosexual 1 
5. Yuen 24 F University M Christian Heterosexual 2 
6. Amy 20 F University L Christian Heterosexual 2 
7. Mark 22 M University H Christian Heterosexual 1 
8. BB 16 F Secondary L None Heterosexual 8 
9. Sam 17 F Secondary H None Homosexual 5 
10. Suen 23 F University M None Heterosexual 4 
11. Marco 25 M University H Christian Heterosexual 3 
12. Cecilia 20 F University H None Bisexual 4 
13. Ken 25 M University L None Heterosexual 3 
14. Yuki 24 F University L None Homosexual 4 
15. Roy 20 M University M None Homosexual 2 
16. Wing 17 F Secondary M Christian Heterosexual 0 
17. Leo 16 M Secondary L None Heterosexual 3 
18. Daniel 21 M University M None Heterosexual 2 
19. Niki 22 F University H None Heterosexual 3 
20. Dan 18 M Secondary H None Heterosexual 5 
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Appendix 1; Tables 
Table 3.1 Changes in Informants，Courtship Status 




Single 9 10 (S) -> (S)： One of the informants had 
(S) informants informants 7 informants started and ended a 
relationship within the 
four-month time span. 
(s) (R)： / 
2 informants 
In a relationship 11 10 (R) (R): Two of the informants 
(R) informants informants 8 informants had ended the previous 
relationship and started a 
new one when the 
follow-up interview was 
conducted. 
( R ) - > ( S )： / 
3 informants 
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(The in-depth interviews are not standardized; the sequence of questions asked may 



















































> 你覺得現今普遍香港人的愛情觀是怎麼樣的？ Probe! 
> 根據你的觀察及你的家人朋友的經驗，你覺得香港人的愛情觀有轉變嘛？那 
是怎樣的轉變呢？ 
t 部 份 _ 愛 模 式 
> 你對同性戀有何看法？ Probe! 
> 你對忘年戀/姊弟戀有何看法？ Probe! 
> 你對「一腳踏兩船」有何看法？ Probe! 
> 你對「相親」的有何看法？ 
> 你會否參加相親(matchmaking)的活動？爲什麼？ 
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> 你對arranged marriage有何看法？ 
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